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ABSTRACT

RAPPORT-DEVELOPMENT PRACTICES OF OUTSTANDING COLLEGE FACULTY
Robert A. Remedi, Ed.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Hidetada Shimizu, Director

In an environment in which performance funding for higher education is increasingly
common, mechanisms for improving student success will be important for ensuring a consistent
revenue stream for higher education institutions. One important factor found to improve student
success is when students perceive rapport with faculty. However, there is a significant gap in the
qualitative literature demonstrating how faculty develop and improve rapport with students.
Therefore, the purpose of this dissertation was to interview award-winning faculty to investigate
how they develop rapport with their students.
As a result, a qualitative study of 15 award-winning faculty from throughout the eastern
and midwestern United States, representing community colleges, small and medium-sized
colleges, and universities—was conducted. Semi-structured interviews were held in-person,
during which participants were asked to explain how they built rapport with their students.
Primary coding to the resulting transcripts occurred using in-vivo and descriptive coding
techniques. Secondary coding to sort and organize the initial codes allowed for the emergence of
five important themes of rapport-building.
The five important themes that emerged from this research are (a) develop trust and make
the classroom a “safe learning environment,” (b) promote personal contact with students and
show them the teacher cares, (c) share personal information without making the classroom a

stage for satisfying a teacher’s personal ego, (d) promote interstudent rapport, and (e) select
authentic approaches for building rapport.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

As a college faculty member with over 20 years of teaching experience and a doctoral
student in adult and higher education, I have been troubled by the low rates of college student
success. For instance, only 58% of new full-time students at public, open-enrollment community
colleges and 61% at public, open-enrollment 4-year colleges continue on for a second year (U.S.
Department of Education, 2015). The statistics for students enrolled in developmental courses
are of even greater concern. Of the 40%-68% of all college students taking at least one
developmental course, Jaggars and Stacey (2014) reported that only 28% were able to earn a
degree within 8 years. These statistics are disturbing because they show high student dropout
rates and because the move towards performance-based funding will penalize colleges and
universities for low student persistence and success rates (Cavanaugh & Garland, 2012; Kelchen
& Stedrak, 2016; Rabovsky, 2012).
Early in my career as a community college biology teacher, I believed that many student
success problems were caused by deficiencies in students, such as poor time management,
inadequate studying skills, or low motivation (Lemberger, Brigman, Webb, & Moore, 2012;
Mehta, Newbold, & O'Rourke, 2011). As a result, I built activities and projects into my courses
to help students learn to make up for these perceived deficiencies. Unfortunately, my efforts
resulted in only limited success. However, an incident in one of my classes led me to question
whether the deficiency was on the part of the student, and I wondered if faculty deficiencies may
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also play a role in low student success. This paradigm shift occurred while teaching a
developmental science class presented in tandem with a developmental English course. Although
most of the students in class were participating appropriately, a few of were chronically resisting
engaging in the class and were distracting the other students with their conspicuous lack of
involvement and whispered comments. In an attempt to engage all students in the class more
fully, we cancelled the scheduled activities for the day and instead gave instructions for the
students to write in their reflective journals about where they would be if they were not attending
college. Because most were first-generation college students from low-socioeconomic
backgrounds, I had hoped that this activity would help students realize the potential that higher
education had for improving their life and, as a result, cause them to engage more with the
course and interact in a more positive manner with their classmates and teachers.
After a short break, we put all the desks in a circle, and I began by sharing some of the
difficulties I had experienced while pursuing my education. After the English instructor shared
some of her struggles, we asked the students to share what they had written. Many of the
students’ stories were difficult to hear and included accounts of rape, gangs, serious injuries, and
death. But during this process, something transformative occurred. The student I believed was
the least engaged in this course started to take a leadership role by hugging students who shared
difficult experiences and giving encouragement to those students she believed were not sharing
enough. These actions were particularly noteworthy because her story was among the most tragic
of those shared in the class.
What resulted from this experience was a feeling on the part of us teachers that we knew
the students better and, more importantly, that students knew more about and trusted their
teachers more. Even more surprising, I noticed an increase in student engagement and a decrease
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in inappropriate behaviors immediately after this experience occurred. Improving rapport with
the students appeared to cause an overall improvement in student behavior in this class. A review
of the literature reinforces this observation and indicates that students desire rapport with
teachers (Catt, Miller, & Schallenkamp, 2007; Lowman, 1995). In addition, the literature shows
evidence that students who perceive rapport with their teacher tend to be more successful (Astin,
1999; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Hoffman, 2014; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005; Wilson & Ryan, 2013).

Problem Statement

As I was reflecting on the events in that class, I remember thinking how important the
decision was to cancel the lab scheduled for that day in order to build rapport with the students.
However, because most college faculty are content experts and not necessarily trained in
pedagogy and rapport-building (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Hativa, Barak, & Simhi, 2001;
Ishiyama, Miles, & Balarezo, 2010; Lowman, 1995), I became concerned that many faculty who
lacked rapport-building skills would decide not to deviate from the syllabus. As a result, faculty
would miss an opportunity to build rapport, and consequently, students in their class might be
more likely to experience problems such as poor motivation, low persistence, and increased
learning difficulties (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Micari & Pazos, 2012; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005; Wilson & Ryan, 2013). To assist faculty with rapport-building, a qualitative study about
how outstanding college faculty build rapport with their students was needed. Unfortunately, no
such study was available (Alansari, 2015).
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Purpose Statement and Research Question

The purpose of this qualitative study was to discover how outstanding college faculty
establish and improve rapport with students. The theoretical framework for this research was the
work of Pascarella and Terenzini (1979, 2005) that explains that frequent positive interactions
between faculty and students improve student persistence and success. In addition, because
positive interactions between faculty and students lead to rapport (Catt et al., 2007; Chickering &
Gamson, 1987; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), I thought it would be valuable
to investigate how outstanding faculty build rapport with students. The research question of this
study was, how do award-winning college faculty establish and improve rapport with students?

Significance of the Study

Measures of student success are becoming increasingly important in the funding of higher
education. Those institutions that do not demonstrate improved rates of success stand to lose
both federal funding and tuition as students selectively choose more highly rated colleges and
universities (General Administrative Powers, Arizona Revised Statute Annals § 15-1626, 2005;
House Bill 14-1319, 2014). However, despite the evidence linking rapport and student success
(Astin, 1999; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Wilson & Ryan, 2013), the literature lacks a qualitative investigation of the rapport-building
strategies and activities used by outstanding college teachers (Alansari, 2015). Such an
investigation might help faculty better understand important factors that influence rapport and as
a result, help them improve their rapport with students and thus increase student persistence,
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motivation, intellectual development, and perceived learning (Chickering & Reisser, 1993;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Regan-Smith, 1992; Wilson & Ryan, 2013).

Rapport-Development Practices of Outstanding College Faculty

• Professional Goals
- I want to contribute to the literature an
understanding of how outstanding
faculty build rapport with their students.
• Practical Goals
- I want to teach what is learned from this
study to other college faculty.
• Personal Goals
- I want to improve the effectiveness of
college teaching.

Experiential Knowledge
• As a college teacher for over 22 years, I found
that student behavior and success improve
with increased rapport.
Prior Research
• Positive and frequent faculty-student
relationships (i.e., rapport) improve student
persistence and success (Hoffman, 2014;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
• The students who made the most gains in
intellectual development were those who
established a positive relationship with at least
one teacher (Chickering & Reisser, 1993).
• Positive faculty-student rapport correlates
with improved student motivation, perceived
learning, and attitude towards the teacher
(Hoffman, 2014; Wilson & Ryan, 2013).
• Outstanding faculty have strategies for
improving rapport.



There are no qualitative studies to explain how outstanding college faculty build
rapport with students.



How do award-winning college faculty establish and improve rapport with students?

• Semi-structured interviews of outstanding
college faculty.
• Participants interviewed represent a
purposeful sample of college faculty who
have won a recognized teaching award.

Figure 1. Research development summary.

• Rich data.
• Triangulation with syllabi, award-nomination
forms, and other artifacts.
• Member checking.

6
Overview of Methodology

To investigate how outstanding college faculty establish and improve rapport with
students, I conducted semi-structured interviews with a purposeful sample of award-winning
college faculty. This sample included faculty representatives from 2- and 4-year colleges, and
universities. Only awards for teaching, as opposed to awards for research or administrative
abilities, were used in the process of selecting participants. In addition, the awards needed to be
from institutions that required student input in the selection process in the form of
recommendations, an analysis of student evaluations, or students serving on the selection
committee. I chose to interview award-winning faculty because studies show that the best faculty
are likely to have the superior communication skills on which rapport depends (Kerekes &
Huber, 1998; Lowman, 1995; Regan-Smith, 1992). Eight of the 15 interviewed participants
represented a convenience sample of award-winning faculty within approximately 100 miles of
Chicago; seven other interviewed participants were from outside of this area, including four state
and national award winners, interviewed at the U.S. Professors of The Year Awards in
Washington D.C.
All interviews were recorded, and transcription began as soon as possible after the
interview. In an attempt to reflect on the interviews and be mindful of my role as a researcher
and college faculty member, reflective memos were made concerning the interview and
transcription process. In addition, a member check of the results was completed by sending a
summary of the themes that emerged from this research to six participants. Four of the six
participants replied that the themes sounded appropriate, while the other two did not respond.
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Assumptions

This study was influenced by the work of Pascarella and Terenzini (1976, 2005) that
indicates that frequent positive contact between students and faculty improves student retention
and empowers students to be more successful in school. As a result, this study assumed that a
relationship between rapport and student success exists. A significant problem with studying
rapport is that it is difficult to identify faculty members with the best rapport-building tools and
skills. The purposeful sample of award-winning faculty chosen for this study created an
opportunity to explore rapport with faculty identified by students as among the best teachers.
Although being recognized as an outstanding faculty member does not automatically indicate
excellent rapport with students, I assumed these individuals are most likely to have tried one or
more rapport-building activities or techniques and would be willing to discuss the experience.

Validity Concerns

According to Maxwell (2013), two significant threats to validity are researcher bias and
reactivity. To address the problem of researcher bias, two concerns were acknowledged. First, I
am an award-winning college faculty member, having been the recipient of the National
Association of Biology Teachers Two-Year College Teaching Award and the Illinois
Community College Trustees Association Outstanding Full-Time Faculty Member Award.
Although I did not tell most participants about this recognition, I could have been perceived to be
an insider within the group I studied because of my status as an award-winner. Although such
insider status may offer advantages, it could have caused a loss of objectivity and a
predisposition to making incorrect assumptions about participant statements. The second concern
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was that I believe that rapport with students makes classes more enjoyable and enables faculty to
personalize a class to better meet the needs of students. As a result, I have been experimenting
with and refining activities and techniques for building rapport in the classes I teach. This belief
could have predisposed me to assume that some approaches to building rapport are better than
others, or that outstanding faculty will have strategies for building rapport with students.
To address these issues, I selected six participants to participate in a member check,
ensuring the conclusions from the interviews were reasonable and accurate. These participants
were sent an executive summary of the themes to emerge from this study. Of the six participants
contacted, four agreed with the results and two did not reply to the request.
In addition, I remained conscious of the need to explore assumptions with participants
and ask appropriate follow-up questions. To do this, I applied what Reason (1988) referred to as
critical subjectivity or an awareness of personal experiences to consciously use them as part of
the research process with a mindfulness not to be “overwhelmed and swept along by [them]” (p.
12). This critical subjectivity was accomplished by writing memos to reflect on my assumptions,
assess whether my insider status was influencing my work, and ensure I was recording the data
from participants accurately (Chavez, 2008; Maxwell, 2013).
The second significant validity threat identified by Maxwell (2013) is reactivity or the
effect the researcher has on the participant. I initially observed this phenomenon in early
interviews in which the participant solicited feedback from me to validate their personal policies
or the activities used in their classroom. I addressed reactivity by reassuring the participant of my
role as a researcher and not an evaluator prior to beginning the interview, and I carefully worded
my interview questions to avoid leading or biased questions. The pre-interview discussion points
and the interview questions are shown in Appendices A and B.
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Definitions

Although commonly used in educational research, several terms referenced in this work
have multiple meanings or are used differently in other disciplines. To avoid misunderstandings,
this section explains the definitions used in this study.
Authenticity in rapport-building is defined as the practice of building rapport in a way that is
guided by a self-awareness developed through critical reflection.
Authenticity in teaching. Individually, the word authenticity means to be true to oneself,
implying a self-reflection on which to base this understanding. Authenticity in teaching is
defined as the selection of teaching strategies informed by the critical reflection on oneself as a
teacher.
Award-winning faculty is used to represent college faculty members who have won a
competition recognizing the best college teachers. In most cases, these competitions are
dependent on evidence of excellence from a variety of sources, including student and supervisor
recommendations and an objective analysis of the qualifications of the nominees by a neutral
selection committee. In addition, only faculty chosen through a process that involved significant
student input were interviewed to ensure participants were selected based on superior teaching
abilities.
Care is the ability to demonstrate in both words and actions that a teacher is concerned about the
student as an individual in a way that goes beyond a faculty member’s contractual obligation to
teach a course. For example, faculty who care make an effort to get to know students and attempt
to make the class interesting and relevant to them.
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Higher education refers to the wide variety of classes, programs, degrees, and credentials
available after completing high school or earning a GED. Examples of higher education
institutions include community colleges that are generally open-access schools tasked with
preparing some community members through job training and enhancement while preparing
others to transfer to bachelor’s degree institutions after completing their first 2 years of classes.
Another type of higher education is universities that prepare students for bachelor’s degrees as
well as graduate and professional training in a wide variety of fields. For this study, the
participants were undergraduate instructors (three of whom also taught at least one graduate
course) from community colleges, 4-year colleges and universities.
Immediacy cues are verbal and/or nonverbal behaviors found to influence feelings of rapport or
closeness (Christophel, 1990; Estepp, 2012; Kerssen-Griep & Witt, 2012; Mehrabian, 1970). The
use of immediacy cues in the classroom has been shown to correlate with a positive feeling about
a teacher (Henning, 2012; Wilson & Ryan, 2013) and greater student success (Witt, Schrodt,
Wheeless, & Bryand, 2014). Examples of verbal immediacy cues include talking with and
getting to know students. Examples of nonverbal immediacy include making eye contact, smiling
and open-body positioning (Kerssen-Griep & Witt, 2012).
Rapport means a positive or friendly relationship between two or more people. This definition
can be refined to describe relationships built on harmony and mutual trust (Catt et al., 2007). In
the psychological literature, Tickle-Degnen and Rosenthal (1990) expanded the definition to
describe rapport as having three common and related components: mutual attentiveness,
positivity, and co-ordination. In this study, rapport is the positive and supportive relationship that
college faculty develop with college students.
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Safe learning environment protects students from physical harm and ensures students do not
experience prejudice and are safe to participate and express their ideas and feelings.

CHAPTER 2
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

To provide an understanding of the current research involving faculty-student rapport,
this chapter reviews literature relevant to defining rapport and investigating the importance of a
positive rapport with students. I then examine how poor rapport is harmful to students and
explore some challenges to rapport-building. Finally, I provide a rationale for choosing awardwinning faculty as the subjects of this research and comment on the significant lack of
qualitative research involving how outstanding faculty build rapport with students.
To find appropriate sources of information for this conceptual framework, a variety of
search methods were employed. Internet searches using Google, Bing, and Yahoo were
conducted, followed by searches of professional databases including EBSCOhost, ERIC (Ovid,
FirstSearch, and EBSCO), eBook, and ebrary, to search for terms including rapport, immediacy,
care, and authenticity in the literature of higher education research. Additional searches in the
fields of sociology, psychology, and communications using ProQuest Sociological Abstracts,
Web of Science, Ovid PsyInfo, ProQuest PsycARTICLES, and EBSCO Communication & Mass
Media Complete were made using similar search terms. Finally, dissertations and master’s theses
were searched using ProQuest Digital Dissertations and Theses. In addition, backtracking
through the literature reviews of previous studies provided a rich source of additional
information.
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Rapport

The term rapport is commonly used and generally refers to a positive relationship
between two or more people (Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990). Looking more deeply, Frisby
and Martin (2010) identified rapport as a mutual, trusting relationship while Catt et al. (2007)
described it as the use of mutual trust to build relationships. Altman (1990) defined rapport more
specifically as a relationship developed over time based on the sharing of attentiveness and
friendliness.
Tickle-Degnen and Rosenthal (1990) found that rapport could be described as a feeling of
“chemistry” between people when the relationship “clicked” (p. 286). As they continued their
exploration of the nature of rapport, Tickle-Degnen and Rosenthal identified three important
characteristics of rapport: mutual attentiveness, positivity, and co-ordination. Mutual
attentiveness is when two or more individuals share a strong interest in the ideas or actions of the
other(s). Positivity refers to the perception of concern or friendship between two or more
individuals. Finally, co-ordination is a feeling in which individuals perceive a connection,
familiarity, or harmony. Tickle-Degnen and Rosenthal (1990) describe co-ordination as the
ability for interactants to “convey an image of equilibrium, of regularity and predictability” (p.
286).
Some research relates rapport to the concept of immediacy or psychological
availability, which represents attitudes and behaviors that promote approachability
(Furlich, 2014) and explains that rapport in the classroom can be developed by using
appropriate verbal and nonverbal immediacy techniques. Verbal immediacy techniques
include using humor, providing relevant examples, praising students by name, and being
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available outside of class (Furlich, 2014; Wilson, Ryan, & Pugh, 2010). Nonverbal
immediacy techniques used in class include eye contact, smiling, and moving towards
and rotating the torso to face the person with whom one is attempting to develop rapport
(Benson, Cohen, & Buskist, 2005; Mehrabian, 1970; Wilson et al., 2010). The connection
between immediacy and rapport is significant to this discussion. If research shows that it
is possible to teach faculty how to improve their verbal and nonverbal immediacy
techniques (Albardiaz, 2011; Cranton, 2006), then the qualitative research into rapportdevelopment with award-winning faculty could be used to improve the rapportdevelopment practices of other faculty.

Rapport and Student Success

A substantial body of evidence shows that positive faculty-student interactions
and rapport promote college student persistence and success (Astin, 1999; Chickering &
Reisser, 1993; Frisby & Gaffney, 2015; Laird & Cruce, 2009; Matlock, 2000; Micari &
Pazos, 2012; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1979, 2005; Rugutt & Chemosit, 2009; Smith,
2015). In this section, I investigate the importance of faculty-student rapport in general as
well as in regard to several categories of college students, including community college
students, part-time students, first-generation students, and students in particular courses.
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), in their exhaustive review of the effects of
college on students, found that the interaction between students and faculty outside of the
classroom positively influenced student persistence and degree attainment in many ways.
For instance, strong faculty-student and student-peer relationships significantly
influenced cognitive development, critical thinking, and analytical and reasoning skills.
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In addition, they found that strong relationships between a teacher and student appeared
to strengthen the bond between the student and the school, even when the positive
relationship was only perceived by the student.
Chickering and Reisser (1993) identified the importance of establishing rapport
with students when they reported that the students who were found to make the most
gains in intellectual development were those who both established a positive relationship
with at least one teacher and reported that teachers were interested in teaching. Astin
(1999) found that “frequent interaction with faculty is more strongly related to
satisfaction with college than any other type of involvement or, indeed, any other student
or institutional characteristic” (p. 525). Student satisfaction is important because it has
been found to relate to student success in college (Krumrei-Mancuso, Newton, Kim, &
Wilcox, 2013).
As a result of her qualitative research pertaining to feelings of mattering,
Schlossberg (1989) identified three important characteristics of mattering that can be
applied to rapport-building in college students. The first, attention, is the feeling that
others take notice of or interest in us. The second characteristic, importance, is the belief
that others care about us and our needs. Finally, ego-extension refers to the idea that we
are important and others will be proud of our successes and saddened if we fail.
Schlossberg applied these principles to students in an adult education setting; however,
they could also be applicable to college students. For instance, if during the development
of rapport, a teacher provided feedback to a student utilizing the characteristics of
mattering, a reasonable assumption is that students would be more successful because
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they believed that they mattered (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005; Schlossberg, 1989).
Matlock (2000), in his qualitative dissertation research on ESL teachers at
midwestern universities, found that rapport with students resulted in three important
educational outcomes. First, good rapport helps create an environment that facilitates
student learning. Second, it heightens student motivation. Finally, it minimizes student
anxiety.
In a quantitative study of over 5,400 students, Kuh and Hu (2001) found that a
positive faculty-student interaction resulted in higher student satisfaction and students
applying themselves to coursework with more effort. When separating students by ethnic
groups, they found that African-American students tended to have more general
interactions with faculty, while Hispanic students tended to interact with faculty to
receive help with writing. Additionally, they discovered that science students tended to
interact with faculty less frequently than students in the humanities who tended to have
many more contacts with professors. They also found that the nature of the relationships
changed over time. Older students were less likely to seek out faculty to receive writing
help but experienced an overall increase in other types of out-of-class contact, such as
asking for career advice or discussing personal problems (Kuh & Hu).
As a result of conducting research on the effects of faculty-student rapport on
students in a high-stress class, Micari and Pazos (2012) found that organic chemistry
students who perceived a positive relationship with professors ended up earning a higher
grade in the class. They also discovered that students who rated relationships with
teachers as positive felt more confident about being successful in the class. Based on
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these findings, Micari and Pazos believed that teaching faculty the importance of
showing interest in student success and initiating relationships with students by sharing
information about themselves can help make faculty members more effective teachers.
However, care should be taken to examine the direction of causality in this study given
that intelligent and motivated students (who earn the best grades) might also be the ones
more likely to seek rapport with professors.
Frisby and Martin (2010) conducted a quantitative study of faculty-student
rapport in college communication courses and found that when the students perceived a
rapport with their instructors and their classmates, the students were rated higher in
classroom connectedness, tended to have greater in-school participation, and were found
to have greater levels of cognitive and affective learning. Based on this finding, Frisby
and Martin recommended instructional communication training in rapport-building to
faculty and graduate teaching assistants. In a similar study, Frisby and Gaffney (2015)
found that faculty perceive a positive rapport with students as “enjoyable” and concluded,
“ample evidence supports the importance of instructor-student relationships and the link
to student learning” (p. 340).
Barnett, in her 2011 quantitative study of 333 community college students, found
that student success and persistence could be predicted in students who received
validation from their teacher in the form of recognition and evidence of being valued.
This result was significant because previous studies had shown that community college
classes tended to have higher percentages of nontraditional students who were often less
engaged and insufficiently prepared to attempt college-level work (Howell, 2001; U.S.
Department of Education, 2014b). Barnett’s results reflect a similar conclusion from an
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earlier study by Guskey and Easton (1982), finding that outstanding community college
instructors who exhibit better communication skills and are more likely to develop
positive relationships tend to have students who achieve more and are more likely to
persist in their coursework.
In a quantitative study of students in general education courses at a career college,
Yezbick (2016) found a positive correlation between faculty-student rapport and the
grade students expected to earn in a course. Although the effect of rapport on grade
expectation was only medium in strength, this relationship is important because expected
grades may influence final grades in some classes (Sturges, Maurer, Allen, Gatch, &
Shankar, 2016).
Historically, part-time students have tended to be less successful, demonstrating lower
persistence rates and less engagement than full-time students (Laird & Cruce, 2009). In an
attempt to determine the importance of positive student-faculty interactions (rapport), Laird and
Cruce (2009) looked at the large statistical data set compiled by the National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE) of 55,915 college seniors. Laird and Cruce found that part-time students
report feeling marginalized in relation to full-time students and tend to be less successful than
full-time classmates. However, the effects of good faculty-student rapport helped part-time
college students develop job- or work-related information, improve critical thinking skills, write
better, and work more effectively with others. Evidence from their research suggests that
improving faculty-student relationships could make up for lower part-time persistence rates and
lead to comparable levels of success between part-time and full-time students.
First-generation students, defined as students who lack a close relative who earned a
college degree, are prone to low college persistence but have been found to particularly benefit
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from supportive relationships with faculty. Wang (2013) found that first-generation students who
formed supportive relationships with faculty experienced less anxiety, had improved interactions
with others, and were more likely to take control of their learning. In her qualitative study of 30
college students, she found that supportive faculty relationships also empowered students by
helping them develop self-confidence, minimizing the power distance by communicating with
students, and helping students with personal problems. Additionally, in a large quantitative
study of University of California students, Kim and Sax (2009) found that both first-generation
and non-first-generation students benefited from a positive faculty-student relationship.
Research into rapport-development at other educational levels has yielded results similar
to those associated with undergraduate college faculty. Federici and Skaalvik (2014) found that
when high school teachers provided emotional support including the display of care,
encouragement, and respect, students displayed an increase in motivation. At the other end of the
educational spectrum, Bieber and Worley (2006), in a qualitative study of graduate students,
found that having a personal connection with a faculty member was a significant factor in the
decision by students to choose a career in academe.
However, the literature supporting the development of faculty-student rapport has not
been without some criticism and, as a result, must be examined critically. For instance, in their
analysis of the large data set from the College Student Experiences Questionnaire, Kuh, Hu, and
Vesper (2000) found evidence that artistic students (i.e., classified as students in art, music, and
theatre) tended to have greater faculty contact than average but tended to apply less effort to
academics and have lower overall grades than other types of students. In a different study
looking at the same data set, Kuh and Hu (2001) found that in circumstances such as giving
feedback about freshman student writing, an increase in faculty-student interaction, which is a
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component of rapport, could cause a decrease in student satisfaction if the student perceived the
interaction was meant as a personal criticism instead of a critique of student work. This finding
was the case even when the criticism was meant in a positive way to challenge students to
improve their academic performance and indicates the complex relationship between facultystudent interaction and rapport.
Perhaps even more important is the suggestion by Kuh and Hu (2001) that the
conclusions about the relationship between student success and faculty-student rapport were
potentially skewed because the more intelligent students may be the ones who are seeking
relationships with faculty. In other words, a correlation between rapport and student success does
not necessarily indicate that rapport causes student success. Perhaps smarter and more successful
students preferentially seek positive relationships with faculty. I believe this consideration is
important, and that all evidence demonstrating a relationship between rapport and student
success should be critically examined.

Negative Relationships with Students Are Harmful

Whereas rapport has been shown to be beneficial to student success, poor or negative
relationships between faculty and students can lead to significant decreases in student success.
This perspective is important because if negative relationships with students are harmful, then
faculty have a responsibility to prevent negative relationships (at a minimum) and perhaps create
a plan to build rapport with their students.
Based on data from the High School Survey of Student Engagement, a large survey of
high school students from 40 states, Yazzie-Mintz (2010) found that 39% of high school students
who considered dropping out did not like their teachers. Of the students who considered

21
dropping out, 16% indicated their reason for dropping out was because they believed adults in
the school did not care about them. Another example involves a mixed-methods study of high
school students by Suldo et al. (2009) who found that students tended to remember instances of
negative relationships, including sarcasm and lack of support at high levels, though these teacher
behaviors were less common than supportive behaviors. Kearney, Plax, Hays, and Ivey (1991)
found that faculty have the potential to decrease student persistence when the relationships they
establish are poor or utilize offensive language. In addition, Strati, Schmidt, and Maier (2016)
found that high school student involvement in their coursework decreased when teachers used
emotional obstruction including sarcasm or teasing. The effects of these behaviors applied to the
entire class, even when the communication was directed towards a particular student.
In a quantitative analysis of college engineering students, Vogt (2008) found that an
increase in the emotional distance of faculty tended to be related to a lower GPA, academic
effectiveness, and academic self-confidence in students. She hypothesized that this finding might
be an even more important factor for less effective students because close relationships with
faculty have the potential to improve persistence and develop better academic skills. As a result,
she recommended that engineering faculty should be made aware of the importance of positive
relationships with students and develop techniques to become more available to their students.
Teacher misbehavior is a term that generally means any behavior that interferes with
instruction and student learning and includes behaviors such as sarcasm, not attending class,
being boring, or not caring about students. In their quantitative study of college classes, Banfield,
Richmond, and McCroskey (2006) found a significant negative impact on student respect and
liking of the teacher (components of rapport) when students identified instances of teacher
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misbehavior. Teacher misbehaviors found to be the most detrimental were being offensive, being
incompetent, and being indolent or lazy (in order from most harmful to least harmful).
Contradicting these data, however, Plecha (2002) found that student self-confidence was
not significantly impacted by negative faculty-student relationships. However, Plecha’s study
was limited to the impact of rapport on self-confidence. A wide generalization of this conclusion
is not recommended without further research into the effect on other measurements of student
success such as persistence or involvement in the coursework.
Cotten and Wilson (2006) found in a survey of college students that problems with past
instructors and perceptions of current instructors as being unavailable or uninterested in students
prevents students from seeking out faculty to build rapport in current or future classes. However,
the study also indicates that faculty who demonstrated an interest in students and tended to
employ humor and share some details of their life were perceived as being more approachable
and easier with which to establish out-of-class relationships. These findings suggest that it is
possible to overcome instances in which students had negative experiences with faculty in
previous classes and develop rapport with current students.
Most of the studies cited in this section indicate a correlation between negative studentteacher relationships and decreased student success. Nevertheless, it is possible that students who
are less successful tend to be the ones less likely to pursue rapport with their teachers, thus
leading teachers to assume incorrectly that poor relationships caused decreased student success.
As a result, the literature must be critically examined to ensure are accurate conclusions.
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Building Rapport Can Be Challenging

In an examination of how nursing faculty maintain relationships with students,
Poorman, Mastorovich, and Webb (2011) explored the difficulties inherent in working
with college nursing students. These students lead complicated and challenging lives, and
they often look to their teachers to help them through difficult times. As a result, faculty,
particularly new faculty, can have difficulty establishing boundaries with students. The
authors encouraged faculty to be “present” for the students and develop strategies for
supporting and building community with students without taking over responsibility for
solving student problems.
Mawhinney (2011) found that one type of faculty-student relationship based on
historical traditions can prove problematic. Othermothering is a relationship style
common at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCU) in which a faculty
member assumes a role similar to that normally filled by a parent or other family
member. Othermothering is believed to be an artifact of slavery, when family members
were sold and separated and, as a result, depended on community members to raise
children separated from their parents. The problem with othermothering in higher
education is that it puts tremendous responsibility on the faculty member, particularly
female faculty, to solve problems and be available to students for extended periods. As a
result of her struggles with what she called care-sickness, Mawhinney encouraged faculty
to find a balance between caring for students and caring for themselves.
Cotten and Wilson (2006) found that although positive faculty-student relationships were
beneficial, a number of factors interfered with the development of positive relationships. For
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instance, many students, particularly freshmen and sophomores, were not aware of the
importance of these relationships and, as a result, did not seek them out. These researchers found
that most freshman and sophomore students only interacted with faculty outside of class when
they had specific questions about course materials or a grade. Additionally, students tended to
interact less with faculty in large introductory classes during the first 2 years of college.
In a large quantitative study that included information about student-faculty relationships,
Fuentes, Ruiz Alvarado, Berdan, and DeAngelo (2012) found that the students who were most
likely to have a mentor-mentee relationship with a faculty member as a senior were those who
had more faculty contact outside of class as a freshman. This finding indicates that freshman and
sophomore students may be less likely to build rapport with faculty because they are less likely
to seek a relationship based on rapport early in their academic career. To address this, Fuentes et
al. suggested that faculty and administrators should commit to programming activities to
facilitate early faculty-student contact.
Kerssen-Griep and Witt (2012) found that although faculty may use appropriate rapportbuilding skills, rapport may be lost because faculty have the responsibility to be critical of
student work (in the form of grading). To address this concern, the authors recommended using
appropriate immediacy behaviors and the application of face threat mitigation (FTM) strategies,
particularly when providing feedback about written work. Examples of FTM strategies include
the use of “qualifiers, tactful hedges, and expressions of solidarity and approbation” (p. 499).
Some faculty have difficulty establishing rapport with students because they do not show
students they care. Meyers (2009) found a variety of reasons for this difficulty. (Care is
established as an important factor used by faculty to build rapport in Chapter 4.) For instance,
some faculty care about students but choose not to share these feelings, and others are afraid that
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students may not appreciate the effort put forth by the faculty member. In addition, some faculty
fear that showing care is an indication to the students that they can be taken advantage of;
conversely, others do not show care because they believe in the importance of focusing on course
content.
Finally, some teaching disciplines may be predisposed to help or hinder rapport-building.
Hoyt and Lee (2002) conducted a quantitative analysis of the large data set from the IDEA
Student Ratings of Instructional Processes and Outcomes. Of the 28 disciplines examined, Hoyt
and Lee found that the teachers in some disciplines, such chemistry or history, tended to
demonstrate little rapport with students, whereas faculty from disciplines such as
communications and education tended to have a more rapport with students. Although these
findings may be indicative of discipline-related differences in the amount of faculty contact with
students, they may also suggest a disciplinary bias for or against rapport-building that could be
addressed and corrected.

Outstanding Faculty Are Likely to Have Rapport-Building Skills

The definition of an outstanding college teacher varies with the context and the individual
being asked. Though students tend to evaluate teachers on more superficial characteristics,
Hativa et al. (2001) found in a large qualitative study of college faculty and students that the
most effective teachers approach teaching with a strong pedagogical knowledge and numerous
strategies for enhancing student learning. Among these strategies is rapport-building:
In sum, exemplary university teachers are well prepared and organized, present the
material clearly, stimulate students' interest, engagement, and motivation in studying the
material through their enthusiasm/expressiveness, have positive rapport with students,
show high expectations of them, encourage them, and generally maintain a positive
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classroom environment. (p. 701)
In a different study involving observations of and interviews with outstanding community
college faculty, Dubois (1993) found 14 important shared characteristics. Of these
characteristics, two involved good faculty-student communication or rapport: for instance, a
friendly teaching style that encouraged student contact and being able to motivate and encourage
student contact outside of class.
Lowman (1995) concluded in a study of college faculty nominated for a teaching award
that exemplary teachers are strong in two aspects of teaching: intellectual excitement and
interpersonal concern and motivation. Intellectual excitement is the ability to communicate
personal interest in a topic and to present the information in a clear and interesting way.
Interpersonal rapport is the ability to communicate to students an interest in their success and to
encourage their interest in the subject.
In a quantitative study of teachers nominated for the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching Award for Community College Professor of the Year, Kerekes and
Huber (1998) found that outstanding community college teachers generally demonstrate four
important characteristics, two of which are relevant to rapport-development. First, these teachers
promote student success by establishing a positive, comfortable, supportive rapport with students
as well as by encouraging students to examine their lives and challenging them to strive for
more. Second, superior community college professors utilize innovative teaching strategies that
go beyond the traditional lecture format to engage and involve students.
An earlier review of the literature by Horan (1991) found four slightly different
characteristics of outstanding community college instructors. First, they are meticulous in the
design of their courses and communicate to students their high expectations. Second, they take
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time to speak individually with students and give positive feedback and encouragement. Next,
they facilitate opportunities for student involvement and encourage students to participate in their
course. Finally, they give regular feedback about student progress. All of these characteristics
could reasonably contribute to rapport-development.
In one of the most widely cited descriptions of outstanding teaching, Chickering and
Gamson (1987) identified seven key characteristics of undergraduate education, all of which
relate to the activities of faculty in the classroom and most involve activities pertaining to
rapport-building in the classroom: encouraging contact between students and faculty, giving
prompt feedback, communicating high expectations, and respecting diverse talents and ways of
learning.
Regan-Smith (1992) found that outstanding medical school faculty were able to motivate
students and improve student outcomes through five dimensions of effective teaching. Two of
these dimensions, communicating motivation for learning and displaying respect for students,
could be considered components of rapport-building. These results are significant because they
represent specific skills that can be used to build rapport.
Finally, Keeley, Ismail, and Buskist (2016) conducted a quantitative study of 50 awardwinning psychology faculty and found that building rapport was one of the most important
aspects of their teaching. In addition, the researchers rated the presence of other rapport-related
behaviors as important, such as being approachable, being accessible, being encouraging, and
caring for students. Perhaps most important was the researchers’ speculation that “perhaps one of
the defining characteristics of excellent teachers (vs. average ones) is the relationship they
cultivate with their students” (p. 177).

28
The common theme among all of the studies cited here involves the inclusion of rapport
or some of the components of rapport as a characteristic of excellent teachers, excellent teaching,
or an expectation of higher education. If rapport is an important component of superior teaching
and the ability to develop rapport is a characteristic of outstanding teachers, then a study of
rapport-building activities of award-winning faculty has the potential to provide information to
make college faculty into better educators and ultimately help students be more successful.

Rapport-Building Research about College Faculty Is Limited

Although suggestions for improving faculty-student rapport exist, they tend to be based
on survey (i.e., quantitative data), anecdotal evidence, or student perceptions. Though these
sources of information represent a good start in the examination of faculty-student rapportbuilding, most do not explain the personalities, preferences, values, and lived experiences of
faculty attempting to use these techniques (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004). This incomplete picture
could lead to the misconception that selecting a rapport-building approach is like choosing an
entrée from a menu. This simplistic approach disregards the importance of authenticity in the
selection of rapport-building approaches which will be discussed in greater depth in Chapters 4
and 5.
In a review of the literature about faculty-student relationships in the college classroom,
Alansari (2015) found that despite the general belief that these relationships are important at all
educational levels, research was lacking at the tertiary (i.e., college) level. Alansari believed that
additional research in this area is important because environmental differences between
secondary and tertiary classrooms limit the generalizability of secondary research. Perhaps even
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more importantly, he believed that research in this area can be used to improve current faculty
practices on relationship (i.e., rapport) building.
Cranton (2006) suggested that it is possible to improve student-teacher rapport. For this
improvement to happen, she believed that teachers must develop authentic relationships with
students by being aware of their teaching styles, of individual students and the class as a whole,
and the type of relationship they wish to have with the students or the class. These conclusions
are based on the work of Cranton and Carusetta (2004), a qualitative study of 22 college faculty
over 3 years. The researchers found it was possible to teach faculty to develop a more authentic
teaching style by adopting an adult education model to help faculty critically reflect on their
teaching practice. Although interesting, these studies only offered general suggestions for
improving rapport (except for specific suggestions for improving authenticity in teaching) and,
as a result, provide limited utility for faculty members seeking to improve rapport-building skills.
Lincoln (2008) compared teaching college marketing courses to stage acting and
suggested that performing in the classroom with energy and enthusiasm, as well as using verbal
and nonverbal communication strategies, helps in establishing a rapport with students. Lincoln
also suggested that the amount of faculty-student rapport can be evaluated through the use of
standardized instruments or the self-evaluation of audio or video recordings of classes. When
deficiencies are found, Lincoln recommended working with other faculty that have better rapport
with students or researching ways to improve rapport. What was not identified were strategies
for finding faculty with effective rapport-building approaches or a discussion about how those
faculty built rapport with students. This article also lacked an investigation of specific ways to
improve teacher enthusiasm and verbal and nonverbal communication that Lincoln believed was
important, limiting its value in teacher development.
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Wilson et al. (2010) found in a quantitative study that student evaluations of instructor
immediacy (i.e., psychological availability) could be used to predict student success.
Additionally, they found that immediacy was correlated to student perception of a professor’s
friendliness, flexibility, and nonverbal behaviors (which are factors associated with rapport).
Taken by itself, Wilson et al.’s study reinforces studies cited earlier explaining the importance of
good teacher-student rapport. However, Wilson and Ryan (2012) felt this knowledge could be
used to encourage faculty to improve immediacy, availability, and attitude to improve rapport
with students. Unfortunately, Wilson and Ryan only included general suggestions for improving
immediacy, thus limiting the usefulness of their research in regard to how faculty approach
rapport-building with students.
Gorham (1988) found in a quantitative study that strategies for increasing verbal and
nonverbal immediacy improved student-faculty relationships. As a result, the author generated a
list of helpful and harmful strategies for aiding verbal and nonverbal immediacy. However, lists
of suggestions about using verbal and nonverbal immediacy suggests a menu approach to
rapport-building that does not necessarily help faculty members understand how to apply these
suggestions in an authentic way. As a result, these strategies, while helpful, lack crucial
information for practicing college faculty.

Summary

Although it is important to read the literature critically to prevent misinterpretation of the
results, the literature about rapport-building between college faculty and students consistently
indicates that students who experience rapport with their faculty tend to be more successful and
students who lack rapport with faculty perceive problems and are less successful. However,
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studies show that building rapport with students can be challenging and that although
outstanding teachers tend to have good rapport-building skills, qualitative research is lacking that
investigates how college faculty successfully build rapport with students. As a result, this study,
which investigated how outstanding faculty build rapport with students, addresses the gaps in the
literature and provides insight for individuals seeking to improve rapport in their institutions.
Figure 2 summarizes key components of the conceptual framework.

Conceptual Framework Overview: Why Study Rapport?

1. Rapport helps students be
successful.

2. Poor rapport is harmful.







Astin (1999)
Chickering and Riser (1993)
Micari and Pazos (2012)
Pascarella and Terenzini (1979, 2005)
Schlossberg (1989)






Plecha (2002)
Strati, Schmidt, and Maier (2016)
Vogt (2008)
Yazzie-Mintz (2010)

3. Building rapport can be
challenging.

 Cotten and Wilson (2006)
 Kerssen-Griep and Witt (2012)
 Poorman, Mastorovich, and Webb (2011)

4. Outstanding faculty are
likely to have good
rapport-building skills.

 Chickering and Gamson (1987)
 Hativa, Barak and Simhi (2001)
 Lowman (1995)

5. Research about how
college faculty build
rapport is limited.
Figure 2. Conceptual framework.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

A purposeful sample of outstanding faculty from community colleges and 4-year colleges
and universities was identified by conducting internet searches for college faculty teaching
awards. After potential awards and award-winning faculty were identified, the published criteria
for receiving each award were examined. Where this information was not publicly available,
institutions were contacted directly and requests were made for the criteria. Outstanding
instructors were identified as winners of at least one institutional, state, or national award for
teaching at the college level, such as the U.S. College Professors of the Year Award.
Only awards for teaching, as opposed to awards for research or administrative abilities,
were used in the process of selecting participants. Additionally, only awards from institutions
which required student input in the selection of a winner were included. This input could have
taken the form of recommendations, student evaluations, or students serving on the selection
committee. Five promising teachers were eliminated from the pool of faculty to contact because
the award they received did not meet the criteria for student involvement in the selection process.
Participants were contacted by telephone and sent a follow-up e-mail to confirm an appointment
for an interview. The resulting pool of participants represented a convenience sample of
individuals located within approximately 100 miles of Chicago, with the exception of the U.S.
Professors of the Year Award winners who were all interviewed shortly after the awards
ceremony in Washington D.C.

33
Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted in person and began with light, informal
conversation to help each participant be comfortable with answering questions. Following this,
participants were given a brief summary of the research, reassurance of my role as a researcher
and not an evaluator, and asked to complete a consent form acknowledging my intention to
record the interview and use the transcript generated for this study. Appendix A shows the preinterview discussion points with each participant, Appendix B lists the questions asked in each
interview, and Appendix C contains the consent form.
The research question pertained to how award-winning college faculty establish and
improve rapport with students. Participants were encouraged to share rich details about their
experiences with rapport-building. The first question invited each participant to discuss an ideal
relationship with a student, with follow-up questions investigating issues related to rapport. This
question was followed by the identification of a past relationship with a teacher or mentor with
whom each participant perceived a strong rapport and an exploration of how that relationship
developed. The next three questions asked each participant to reflect on current classroom
practices to build rapport, with specific probing for stories about classes believed to have more
rapport and those with less rapport. Since faculty do not always use what is believed to be best
practices, the next question asked each participant to reflect on a hypothetical situation in which
a new colleague asked for advice about how to build rapport with students. The interview ended
after each participant had an opportunity to provide any additional information about rapport
believed to be important and was given a chance to ask additional questions.
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Two Olympus digital recorders (i.e., WS-821) were used to record the interviews, with
the second recorder as a safeguard against equipment failure. This duplication proved useful for
cross-referencing interviews conducted in noisy environments. For the transcription, I listened to
the recordings and used Express Scribe software and a foot pedal connected to a computer to
control the playback, which allowed me to listen multiple times to parts of an interview if
needed. In addition, I used Dragon Naturally Speaking software to read the transcript into the
computer, which changed the voice into text (i.e., Microsoft Word). The Dragon software was
generally 85% accurate, and required me to proofread the transcript while converting in addition
to listening to the entire interview again to check the transcript’s accuracy. I always tried to
begin the interview transcription process as soon as possible after each interview. Additionally, I
used a transcription service for some of the interviews.

Data Analysis

Shortly after each interview, I wrote a reflective memo about important information and
impressions. Reflective memos were also written during the transcription and coding processes
because themes began to appear as I reviewed the transcripts. However, the formal coding
process did not begin until I had six interviews completed and transcribed because I wanted to
avoid biasing later interviews with themes that arose earlier in the process.
After six interviews were completed and immediately after transcribing each subsequent
interview, I started coding by using a simultaneous coding process to identify the important
terms used by the participants (i.e., in-vivo coding) as well as the descriptive coding of important
concepts or ideas shared during the information discussed by the participants (Saldaña, 2012).
Initially, coding took place manually by writing on hard copies of the transcripts. Eventually, I
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recorded codes electronically as comments in the right margin of the transcripts on the Microsoft
Word documents. A list of codes for each interview was then compiled. A secondary coding
process utilizing reduction coding was then used to sort them into four main categories: (a) direct
rapport-building activities or philosophy, (b) indirect rapport-building activities or philosophy
(i.e., where rapport was not the primary objective), (c) things NOT to do to build rapport
(challenges to rapport-building); and (d) orphan codes (i.e., which represented codes that did not
fit within the other three categories).
Each of the four main categories was assigned subcategories to organize the original
codes into a manageable number of themes. Thirty subcategories were created within the four
main categories. An electronic document with all of the codes, organized by category and subcategory, was then created to facilitate analysis. After all 15 transcripts were coded, I went back
transcripts to make sure all important information was coded and to check that the codes were
recorded and categorized properly. During this process, analytic memos to reflect on important
observations and themes were made to assist with analysis. The electronic transcripts were then
reviewed again using keyword searches to check for participant information that had not been
coded and noted earlier in the coding and review process.

Participants

Although an attempt was made to interview participants from a diverse pool, finding a
convenience sample of participants who met the criteria and were willing to be interviewed was
challenging. The resulting 15 participants included nine males and six females, 13 of whom had
earned doctoral degrees. Six taught in the social sciences, five taught in STEM subject (i.e.,
science, technology, engineering, and math) fields, three taught in English or the humanities, and
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one taught in business. Six worked at a community college, five at large universities, and four at
(or were retired from) small- or medium-sized colleges or universities; the 15 were from 13
educational institutions. The pseudonyms of the participants and information from their home
institution are included in Table 1.

Table 1
Participant Demographics
Participant
Elizabeth
Sheila
Peter
Franklin
Paul
Suzanne
Michael
Bill
Tim

Department
Education
Biology
Philosophy
Retired - English
Business
Psychology
Education
Sociology
Physics

Type of college
Large midwestern university
Small eastern community college
Small midwestern college
Small northeastern university
Large midwestern university
Large east coast university
Medium-sized midwestern university
Large midwestern community college
Large midwestern university

Stan

English and humanities

Large midwestern community college

Lakshmi

Math

Small midwestern community college

Ann
Lindsey
Andrew
John

Psychology
English
Engineering
Biology

Small, southern, 4-year college
Large midwestern community college
Large midwestern university
Large midwestern community college

CHAPTER 4
WHAT WAS LEARNED ABOUT BUILDING RAPPORT
“If you want to have a good rapport with the students, you have to be focused on
teaching students, not teaching the subject.” Suzanne (participant)

I began this project hoping to discover a few key strategies that outstanding faculty could
use to build rapport with their students. What emerged was a rich collection of rapport-building
practices, many of which were most effective only when used by specific faculty members. For
instance, Stan uses different strategies for rapport-building than Suzanne who teaches upper
division psychology classes at a large university on the East Coast. Or Tim, who teaches physics
in large lecture halls at a large midwestern university, does not do the same things to build
rapport as Lakshmi, who teaches her developmental math students meditation exercises to help
with math anxiety at a small midwestern community college.
Despite these differences, there were five underlying themes that emerged for building
rapport, which are presented and thoroughly explained in this chapter.
1. Develop trust, and make the classroom a safe learning environment.
2. Promote personal contact with students, and show them the teacher cares.
3. Share personal information without making the classroom a stage for satisfying the
teacher’s personal ego.
4. Promote interstudent rapport.
5. Select authentic approaches for building rapport.
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Figure 3 provides a general representation of the five themes and illustrates a basic
understanding of the relationships among the themes. For instance, the theme in the middle–
develop trust, and make the classroom a safe learning environment–emerged from the interviews
as being essential to building rapport. In addition, participants shared information relating the
development of trust or the establishment of a safe learning environment to Themes 2, 3, and 4.
As a result, Theme 1 is centered with arrows radiating outward to represent the need for trust and
a safe learning environment in the development of the other three themes. Only theme 5 did not
appear to be influenced by Theme 1 and as a result, there is no arrow drawn to Theme 5.
However, as the analysis continued, a deeper understanding of the relationships among the
themes emerged. This deeper understanding is explored in Chapter 5.

Theme 1: Develop Trust, and Make the Classroom a Safe Learning Environment

Evidence provided in the literature indicates that for rapport to exist, the students must be
able to both trust the faculty and feel safe in the classroom. Table 2 explores strategies used by
participants to develop trust and make the classroom a safe learning environment and introduces
the subthemes and key information shared by participants.
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3. Share personal information without
making the classroom a stage for
satisfying the teacher’s personal ego.

2. Promote
personal
contact with
students and
show them
the teacher
cares.

1. Develop
trust and
make the
classroom a
safe learning
environment.

5. Select authentic approaches for building
rapport.

Figure 3. Rapport-building themes (basic).

4. Promote
interstudent
rapport.
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Table 2
Summary of Theme 1
Definition / explanation

1a. Trust is the belief by students
that the classroom will be
physically, psychologically,
emotionally, and intellectually
safe.

1b. A safe learning environment
protects students from physical
harm and ensures students do not
experience prejudice and are safe
to participate and express their
ideas and feelings.

Participant comments
- I feel like it’s important for us to trust each other. (Lindsey).
- Students perceive three types of trust: personal trust
between the teacher and the student, trust in the
quality of the content of the course, and trust in the
fairness of the course. (Summarized from Elizabeth).
- As far as my relationship with students in my
classes, I tell them right off the bat, right in the first
seminar, that I'm there to do everything I can to make
sure that their experience was successful. (Michael).
- I always felt that there was that safety, that they were
going to treat me ethically and responsibly.” (Stan,
discussing his favorite teachers).
- We’re going to talk about a lot of uncomfortable
issues, and a lot of times I’m gonna’ ask you for your
views on things… and you’re probably going to
really disagree with each other, but I want it to be a
safe space where we can feel like we can all do that
without being attacked. However, I don’t want it to be
a comfort zone. (Lindsey).
- If it’s [student sharing a discriminatory comment]
something that’s really egregious, there is actually a
moment where I will pause and say, I want to talk
about the assumptions underneath that, and let the
whole class into that. (Elizabeth).
- We have a counselor on campus, so I walked them
personally to the counselor. (Lakshmi).

1a. Develop Trust

The concept of trust is receiving increased attention and is believed by many sociological
researchers to be essential for most social interactions and relationships (Sztompka, Alexander,
& Seidman, 2000). Solomon and Flores (2003) defined trust as a social practice that involves
sincerity and authenticity in the making and keeping of commitments. Therefore, trust is defined
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in this study as the belief that the classroom will be physically, psychologically, emotionally, and
intellectually safe (Gill, 2014) and it is necessary for learning to occur (Tschannen-Moran,
2014).
One of the most important themes to emerge from participants is that the students’ trust is
essential to build rapport. In fact, three of the other four themes (i.e., promoting contact and
showing care, participants sharing about themselves, and promoting interstudent rapport) relate
to the building of trust. As a result, investigating how faculty build trust is central to the concept
of rapport-building.
Nine of the participants interviewed identified developing trust and creating a safe
learning environment as key factors in rapport-development. For example, Franklin believed
trust was so important to his courses that when asked to describe the ideal faculty-student
relationship, he replied, “it comes close to being a parent-child relationship where the two trust
each other and know something about each other besides the subject matter.” Lindsey discussed
the importance of students’ trust in her general education English classes. She shared that these
students often a fear of writing and commented that developing trust helps students moderate that
fear:
Part of it is getting rid of that fear and that anxiety surrounding that skill [writing] and to
show them that it is a skill… But in order to get it, I feel like it’s important for us to trust
each other.
Trust is so important that Michael shared, “I think that one of the reasons I got the teaching
award was because of the way I've been able to create an environment of support and trust.”
Students trust in faculty can be built on a number of levels, and all have the potential to
aid in rapport-building in the college classroom. Elizabeth articulated a thoughtful philosophy of
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the three levels of trust she attempts to promote in her classroom when asked about her vision of
the ideal faculty-student relationship.
I think faculty-student relationships have several different dimensions of trust. I think
trust between a faculty and a student has to do with keeping a promise to them relative to
the content that you are going to be sharing with them… My commitment to you
[students] is that I’m going to provide opportunities for you to understand that more
deeply, to engage with different kinds of materials to understand. So I think the trust
starts with the content promise.
I think the second dimension of the trust relationship has to do with fairness in the
classroom. I think fairness comes in a couple of different categories. One is about the
assessments and grading system that happen in the classroom. Is it going to be clear what
my expectations are of you as a student, and is it going to be clear how it is that you’re
going to be assessed in this class?
I think the third dimension is a personal level of trust because students have all kinds of
challenges that they face, and when students aren’t doing well in the course or their
attendance is spotty, you need to have established enough of a rapport that the student is
able to share the information about what’s not working for them.
A little later in her interview, Elizabeth commented, “I think that’s what relationships are built
on: trust around you doing what you promised me as my professor.”
A number of participants articulated specific ways that trust was developed. Franklin
showed students that he trusted them to do good work in his freshman English classes by using
student work to create the textbook used by the class. Andrew involved one of his
computational-based engineering classes in original research to model how a complex physical
system worked:
Everyone was contributing on different aspects of this thing. Building certain
parts of the code, we’re testing it, fails, it’s not fast enough and whatnot… I knew
what I wanted to do, but I had no idea how hard it would be. But they were along
for the ride, and they trusted me; they knew that I wouldn’t screw them in the end
if it didn’t work. They knew that if they are working with me and I am working
with them and we are all contributing and all making little breakthroughs along
the way that, in the end, their grade would reflect that.
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In this case, the students and the teacher each worked on different parts of the project and
built trust as they each completed their individual tasks. Peter developed students’ trust in his
philosophy classes when he encouraged students to take philosophical positions that were
different from his own and showed students they could earn full credit as long as they clearly
stated and supported their position. For example, he typically tells students on the first day of
class that “I'm strongly committed to academic freedom for students as well as for faculty, and
lets them know that “hey, your grade will not be adversely effected if you happen to disagree
with me about something.”
Michael discussed the importance of building trust by telling and showing students that
his job is to help students to be successful.
I think it's important that there is an environment of trust, [an] environment where the
instructor will be supportive of the student…. We are also protective of the students in
the classroom and the co-operating teachers where our students, which we often call
candidates, are working. For the most part, I'm very supportive of what our candidates are
doing, and I want to do everything I can to make sure that their experience is optimal…
As far as my relationship with students in my classes, I tell them right off the bat, right in
the first seminar, that I'm there to do everything I can to make sure that their experience
was successful. We talk about their experiences and context of our classroom, which is
considered a safe space and where they can share things that they otherwise might not
feel comfortable sharing. What's shared in our classes stays in our classes. Then I also
make sure that I share my experiences and that it's not just one-way. I do a lot of things to
try to develop a trusting environment right away.
Michael’s view of the importance of trust is important, both because it demonstrates how he
works to build trust in the classroom but also because he connects trust with the concept of a safe
learning environment. This ability to construct a safe learning environment is considered so
important to establishing trust that it is included as the second part of this theme.
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1b. Make the Classroom a Safe Learning Environment

There is evidence in the literature suggesting a relationship between trust, creation of a
safe learning environment, and rapport (Chevalier, 1994). In addition, Biehler and Snowman
(1993) contended that learning happens in an environment in which the learner feels safe to
learn, and Waples (2016) believed that building rapport with students is an important component
of the development of a safe learning environment. Establishment of a safe learning environment
is so important that a 2014 “Dear Colleague” letter from the U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne
Duncan, to college and university administrators in the United States began by stating,
Our goal of preparing all students for college, careers, and civic life cannot be met
without first creating safe schools where effective teaching and learning can take
place. Simply put, no school can be a great school—and ultimately prepare all
students for success—if it is not first a safe school.
Creating and maintaining such schools is both challenging and complex. Even
though national rates of school violence have decreased overall, too many schools
are still struggling to create the nurturing, positive, and safe environments that we
know are needed to boost student achievement and success. (U.S. Department of
Education, 2014a).
This letter is particularly relevant because in it the Department of Education both
recognizes the importance of a safe learning environment and links this component of
rapport-building with student success.
Seven participants talked explicitly about the need to create a safe space in a way that
was clearly linked with the need for students to trust the people nearby. Some were speaking
from their experience as teachers who create a safe place for their students. For example,
Elizabeth did this in a way that established the connection between rapport and a safe learning
environment:
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That’s another thing about rapport is safety. I think safety is extremely important.
And safety isn’t just like, “oh, I fear for my life,” it’s intellectual safety, it’s safety
around your opinions, it’s safety around your identity. If you don’t have that, then
students will never engage in authentic dialogue.
However, some participants recalled experiences as students with their own teachers.
Stan described his memory of how his favorite teachers made him feel safe: “I always felt that
there was that safety; that they were going to treat me ethically and responsibly, following the
dictates of our profession.” Based on information collected from these participants, a safe
learning environment is one that protects students from physical harm and ensures students do
not experience prejudice such as racism, sexism/genderism, theism, and ageism and are safe to
participate and express their ideas and feelings in a way that is free from ridicule.
To address the need for a classroom to be a safe learning environment, Elizabeth
communicated a deliberate strategy for directly addressing prejudice when it arose:
Literally, the first day of class, I say, “this is that kind of [safe] space, because I want this
to be safe relative to the content that we are talking about, for everyone in the room.
Which means I will interrupt you [and] redirect [the conversation if a student says
something inappropriate].”
But if it’s something that’s really egregious, there is actually a moment where I will
pause and say, “I want to talk about the assumptions underneath that,” and let the whole
class into that. If you [the teacher] set up the norms in the right way on the front-end [the
beginning of the semester] to sic say, “I’m not doing that to embarrass you, it’s about the
fact that we all carry these assumptions with us everywhere we go.”
Suzanne was so successful at making her students feel safe in the learning environment that
when discriminatory views were shared by a few students in one of her psychology classes, the
students victimized by the discrimination felt safe enough to try to address the problem directly
with their classmates:
I was having groups of students lead discussions about some articles [discussing different
cultures]. The group that had [the Arab Spring] was very critical of Muslims in general.
[The students giving the presentation said] “this just shows how backwards Islam is.” I
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had several students in class who were Muslim, so they were really upset and said, “can
we do a PowerPoint and talk about our families and show that this isn’t true of every
Muslim?” So I said, “Sure, go for it.” So, they did.
So, I try to make my classroom a place where stuff like that can happen. So, they felt
comfortable enough that they could come tell me that they were upset and to say, “Can
we do this thing to try to educate the rest of the class?”
Lakshmi made her classroom a safe learning environment by making it safe to make
mistakes. When asked how she does that, she described how students are not embarrassed or put
down when making an error on the board: “Students see that when they go to the board and there
are mistakes, nobody got in trouble; nobody got yelled at.”
Peter discovered a way to help students feel the classroom was a safe environment when
he recognized that not every student wants to or has the ability to earn an “A” in his marketing
classes, particularly those with significant responsibilities outside of the classroom. As a result,
he learned that some of these students were afraid to ask questions because they assumed that
their professor wanted them to earn an “A” and would not be willing to help students who just
wanted to earn a “C.” When the students learned that Peter would not be upset, Peter could help
them focus on the most important information needed and, as a result, feel safer:
It's not the way I would teach a normal class, but if I know the student is supporting their
family, working 40 hours a week and they're trying, but they don't have time, [I will say
to the student] “Look, I’ll help you get a C…” We’re going back to the safe place now.
They feel like they can ask “stupid” questions because they know, that I know that they
only want a “C.”
Lakshmi also attempted to make the classroom a safe learning environment by discussing why
teachers should be nonjudgmental of students when they experience difficulties in her classes:
For example, let's say somebody didn’t turn in homework. I would not say, “Why, you
lazy bum, you didn’t turn in your homework.” I would not even think that, because
thinking it, even if you don’t speak it, it will show through your body language. There’s a
lot of nonverbal communication that we take for granted.
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Instead I would leave [an] open mind and say, “How come your homework is late?”
Because no late homework is accepted except for extraordinary circumstances. [The
teacher must be] willing to listen why the homework was late. If there’s a good reason,
then you take it and say, “You know what, this is the first time you’re late, but this is the
policy, so please don’t do that again.” Giving them a chance to succeed instead of cutting
[off] their outlet to success right at the beginning [is important].
When discussing the safe environment of her classes, Lindsey was careful to make the
distinction that a safe classroom is not meant to be one that is always comfortable. She
passionately described a discussion she commonly has with her students about how she wants
them to feel safe to participate but still be challenged to move out of their comfort zones and
explore new ideas and philosophies:
It’s a safe space, and we’re going to talk about a lot of uncomfortable issues, and a lot of
times I’m gonna’ ask you for your views on things… and you’re probably going to really
disagree with each other, but I want it to be a safe space where we can feel like we can all
do that without being attacked. However, I don’t want it to be a comfort zone.
Creating a safe learning environment can be complicated, particularly when it is a student
who is challenging the safety of the other students in a classroom. Lakshmi described an instance
when she was able to isolate the problem affecting a disruptive student and maintain the safe
atmosphere of the class by helping calm him down and getting him the help that he needed:
There was a student who came in [to class] and was very angry. Nothing had
happened in class, they just walked in angry, and they threw their backpack, and
the whole class can feel the energy that this person had.… I could have said,
“This is unacceptable behavior, please leave my classroom.” I could have done
that. Instead I just put a problem on the board, and I told everybody, “Work on
this problem....”
I took the person outside and said, “What's wrong? Please sit down here.” They
were having a panic attack. I sat down, I taught them some breathing exercises,
and in about three or so breaths they were fine. They were able to talk. They had
just lost their father. They just came from hospital where they had lost their father.
If I had made an assumption about why they’re so angry, I could have done more
damage….
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I said, “You can’t be in class. I’ll work with you later.” We have a counselor on
campus, so I walked them personally to the counselor. Once I knew they were
taken care of, then I went back to my classroom.
In this case, the grieving student was in a safe environment because he was given the opportunity
to express his grief without ridicule, then personally be escorted to the counselor. The remainder
of the class was safe because of the way that Lakshmi intervened with a potentially dangerous
classmate.
The development of trust and the creation of a safe learning environment are important
faculty goals for building rapport, but achieving these goals in a classroom can be difficult. One
factor influencing the development of a safe learning environment indicated by participants is
that feelings of safety may be easier to build in some classes than others. For example, in her
general education English classes, Lindsey uses icebreaker activities to help students feel safe the
first day of class because the “stakes are a little lower in terms of what the class discussions are
going to be like.” Because her Asian-American studies class discusses more personal and
potentially divisive topics, she also begins the semester by telling them directly that her class will
be a safe place to disagree with other students. Another factor influencing the development of
trust and a safe learning environment was the power differential between students and faculty. In
her interview, Elizabeth explained that she is aware that trust can be lost if faculty abuse or take
advantage of their power over students: “I’m very conscious of [the] power dynamic around the
content as well as personally, and I think that’s part of our responsibility as faculty [not to take
advantage of students].”
If creating a safe learning environment is helpful for building rapport, promoting an
unsafe learning environment can be harmful. Stan recalled an incident as a graduate student that
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caused him to lose trust and feel unsafe with one of his professors when that person abused the
power dynamic between the teacher and the student:
I had a professor who erased that line, and I was his best buddy, and I was his surrogate
son, and I was his prize pupil, and I was his babysitter when he needed one, and then I
was his house painter.… He really abused that relationship and I didn’t even realize it.…
Then when we disagreed on something, it became like a breakup. He turned nasty and
mean and everything. He wrote me a letter; it basically said, “I’m going to destroy you.”
He said, “I’m going to make sure that you do not have a career.”
This rather extreme example is a good reminder of how building trust and establishing a
safe learning environment can be abused and facilitates the transition to the next rapport-building
theme.
Theme 2: Promote Personal Contact with Students, and Show Them the Teacher “Cares”

The second theme incorporates two concepts essential to rapport-building: promoting
personal contact with students and showing them the teacher cares. This section provides
evidence from the participants to support the importance of, and explain the application of, these
concepts in participant classrooms. Table 3 provides a short review of this theme and
summarizes how participants applied these themes in their classrooms.
2a. Promote Personal Contact with Students

In the context of a college classroom, promoting contact means employing behaviors and
conducting activities to communicate with students in small groups or one-on-one. Although
Meyers (2009) believed that many faculty tend to focus primarily on the presentation of course
materials at the cost of neglecting rapport or concern for students, all 15 participants could
describe methods they use to promote personal contact with their students. For example, Ann
explained that her daily routine motivates her to “get there early. As they're coming, in I try to
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say something to them just to greet them and see how they're doing. Only very small things
because there are 30 of them.”

Table 3
Summary of Theme 2
Definition / explanation

2a. Promoting contact means
employing behaviors and
conducting activities to
communicate with students in
small groups or one-on-one.

2b. Care is the ability of faculty
to demonstrate in both words
and actions that the teacher is
concerned about the student as
an individual, but does not
mean coddling students or
compromising the integrity of
the course.

Participant comments
- As they're coming, in I try to say something to them
just to greet them and see how they're doing.” (Ann).
- “One important thing is to memorize people’s names
because if you don’t memorize people’s names, then
you don’t have that connection.” (Lakshmi).
-“I think feeding them is a great human bonder. Feeding them
early in the semester, I think, helps with rapport.” (Sheila).
- “The most important thing I do is to meet with my
students individually in the first week.” (Franklin).
- “Caring does build rapport.” (Paul).
- “I think the teacher needs to communicate to the student
that they are here for them to help them succeed.” (Lakshmi).
- I have students, at the end of their practicum
experience, write letters to the next group. Then, in
the very first seminar for the next group, they read
their letters…. They [students] can see right from the
first seminar that this is going to be a place where
somebody cares about who they are as a person.” (Michael).
- “A lot of what I do is teach with videogames…. I make at
least part of the learning into a game because games are so
engaging; they are really problem-solving processes.” (Andrew).
- “We call it [being a] “warm demander…” So you [the
teacher] are warm, you care about the people, but…
[to the students] you’re going to have to put out a
high level of effort to do it.” (Elizabeth).

Michael preferred to use the end of class for meeting with students: “I always keep the
last 10 minutes or so of class for students to stay and talk about things so they don't have to
schedule office hours. I don't race them out of the classroom.” Lakshmi described using short
conversations to make contact with students before or after class:
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[It] doesn’t cost anything to smile and greet people and say, “Good morning. How
wonderful it is to be here today,” or “I’m so glad you chose to take my class.” Just
making that initial contact and say we are here together. We’re not leaving
anybody behind. I think establishing that rapport part is so important, you have to
make a personal one-on-one connection to every single person in the classroom.
In the examples listed here, the participants used their time differently but with the end result of
promoting contact by making time for students.
Some participants encouraged the development of personal contact by using icebreakers
to get the students and faculty to learn more about each other. Suzanne attempted to blend an
icebreaker with coursework in an activity used in her cross-cultural psychology course:
We do an exercise the very first day of class where I have them [students] write down
four adjectives to describe their own cultural heritage.... So they get into groups of four to
discuss these questions, and meanwhile my TA and I go around and collect all of the
adjectives and write them on the board.
John combined the use of information cards with an in-class icebreaker activity to learn more
about the students:
You have to learn the names, learn a little bit about each person, so you give everybody
an index card, and you ask them to write down their name; where they're from; why
they're here, existentially or more procedurally, why they’re in this class; and then one
interesting or remarkable thing that they like to share about themselves personally. You
can have other students engage in small groups and share those things, and then they can
introduce each other to the whole class.
In both cases, the participants were able to conduct activities to facilitate student-teacher contact
by helping faculty learn about the students, with Suzanne’s method providing the opportunity for
students to learn more about her (an important part of Theme 3).
Ten of the 15 participants described strategies they use to make contact with students by
learning the names of their students. In particular, Lakshmi indicated the importance of learning
names: “because if you don’t memorize people’s names, then you don’t have that connection
[with students].” Sheila described how she uses a seating chart to learn student names: “I make a
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seating chart. Not for them; I don't care where they sit, but for me. I'll write their names, these
four people at this table, these four people at this table.” In addition, Elizabeth described how she
leveraged technology to learn student names:
I know it sounds so simple, but students comment to me that professors [in other classes]
will go through a whole class and not do that. The university has a “cheat sheet” where I
get their photos and names before the quarter and actually spend a good portion of the
first class period memorizing their names.
Seven participants talked about using food with students in one way or another to
promote contact and build rapport, including Sheila who discussed the importance of feeding
students in her interview: “I think feeding them is a great human bonder. Feeding them early in
the semester, I think helps with rapport.” Franklin believed feeding students was important
because “they get to see me as a person, not just as a faculty member.” Feeding students took
several different forms. Sheila brings in pizza, and Tim provides Jimmy John’s sandwiches for
students who volunteer in his physics outreach program. One of Suzanne’s students was so
grateful that she brought in snacks for students that the student said, “you shouldn’t have to
always buy all of the food, we should be bringing it too.” So they started rotating bought snacks.
Some participants invited students to their homes to feed them. Suzanne, who works with
upper division undergraduate students in her research lab, described how she feeds students:
I have each small group over to my house for dinner and try to do that once per semester,
[but I] don’t always make that goal. I discovered early on that if I fed them, they were a
lot more productive.
She then went on to discuss the impact of feeding students by sharing a meaningful story
about a discussion with one of her students about food in which the student said,
“We know that you love us and you feed us.” So I thought, yeah, that’s really true. I think
that’s kind of the base. You can’t fake this, you do have to really care about them, and
you do have to feed them.
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Peter explained that he and his wife invited students in the sorority (for which he is the
faculty mentor) to their house twice per year. In an off-campus meeting with one of his former
students, the student described to me the experience of eating at Peter’s house:
When our GPAs come out we celebrate; so he'll make crepes for all of us, like all
90 of us. Then he doesn't support underage drinking, so in the spring, for the 21year-olds, he does a full wine tasting with us and his wife, who is just a
sweetheart. Who does that? That's just so great that he wants to build adult
relationships with his adult students.
This meeting with Peter’s former student, which was the only one of its type in this study, was
suggested by the participant when he was initially contacted to participate in this study. The
meeting with this student was arranged a week ahead of time and took place several hours after
the interview with the participant.
One final strategy for making personal contact with students that was described by
participants was to require students to meet with faculty individually outside of class. For
example, Franklin required students to make an appointment to meet with him during the first
week of classes and organized this by bringing a sign-up sheet to the first class of the semester:
The most important thing I do is to meet with my students individually in the first
week…. I want them to know where my office is. I want them to know they’re not
just a member of a class but a person in one of my classes. We talk, and they
always have an assignment that they have to ask me [a question]. It can be about
anything, my family, my schooling, my military life, or whatever. They have to
take part in the conversation, not just be passive.
Lakshmi also required students to make an appointment to see her during her office hours. She
found that the time spent making contact and getting to know students outside of class helps
students become more comfortable with her and more likely to come for help if problems arise
later in the semester:
When they come to my office, they sit down, and I talk to them outside of mathematics,
interests, my interests, their interests: Then that makes a connection. Now if they’re in
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trouble [later in the semester], they come. I had one student who, in the first week of
classes, didn’t know where one of their classes were and they were getting all stressed out
because there was only 5 minutes left to get to the class. They came to my office and
said, “I don't know where my class is.” I said, “It's okay, don’t panic. I’ll walk you there.”
I walked them there. That goes a long way to make that connection, like the teacher cared
enough to walk me to my class as opposed to just telling them sic.
These teachers utilized a wide variety of strategies for making personal contact with
students early in the semester. Doing things like coming early, staying late, feeding students, and
meeting with them individually appeared to be important ways to build rapport with students by
making personal contact. However, simply making contact with students once or twice may not
be enough to maintain rapport with them. Lindsey shared that it was important to make contact
with students regularly to show that she cares.
Every day I try to make eye contact with everyone at least once. I try to make sure
that I catch everybody who wants to say something, and I give them the
opportunity to do that. If someone is looking tired or whatever; if they're passing
by, I will make sure to stop them and just check in and see how they are….
I want [students] to make sure that I see them. That I care about them being in the
class. I care about them as a person and that they can come to me and talk about
stuff.

The second half of this theme reveals how the participants continue to make contact over time to
exhibit care for students.
2b. Show Students the Teacher “Cares”

Meyers (2009) believed that care is an important component of college teaching and is a
factor quickly discerned by students. Larsen (2015) found that making personal contact with
college students (the first component of Theme 2) influenced students’ perceptions of being
cared for (the second component of Theme 2), demonstrating the relationship between personal
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contact and care. Furthermore, some participants stated directly that showing care positively
influences their rapport-building with college students. Paul explained that
Caring does build rapport. I think it comes back to that. I think it comes back to,
“Do you truly care,” and that means you’re trying. If you care, you’re trying, and
the students can see that, and they respond to that.
In addition, Paul discussed the relationship between care and rapport while also sharing
the influence that care has on student perceptions of faculty:
You can suck as a teacher, and students know that some people are going to really
suck, but if you care about them… then that comes across in a very powerful way
in terms of establishing or building that rapport. You could have the smartest
[teacher] who has perfect knowledge of any possible question that they ask, but if
they’re [teacher] a jackass in a classroom, and they don't really care about the
students, it doesn't matter they have all that knowledge because they're not
effective.
However, defining what is meant by care in a college classroom can be difficult. In their
research on care between high school teachers and students, Cooper and Miness (2014) defined
care as “the teacher’s concern for students’ wellbeing,” (p. 267). O’Connor (2008) gave a
slightly more refined definition of care as “those emotions, actions and reflections that result
from a teacher’s desire to motivate, help or inspire their students” (p. 117). In addition, Noddings
(2012) explained how teachers practice the ethics of care:
In an encounter, the carer is attentive; she or he listens, observes, and is receptive to the
expressed needs of the cared-for.… She [the carer] responds positively to the need if she
has the resources to do so and if doing so will not hurt others in the web of care.
Based on information from the literature along with significant input from the
participants, care is defined in this study as the ability to demonstrate in both words and actions
that a teacher is concerned about the student as an individual in a way that goes beyond a faculty
member’s contractual obligation to teach a course. For instance, students could reasonably
expect that a faculty member is hired to present course content and subsequently evaluate
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students on how much of the content students know. However, a faculty member who cares is
one who does more than just prepare and present PowerPoint slides. Elizabeth believes students
know she cares about them the first day of class:
They can see right from the first seminar that this is going to be a place where
somebody cares about who they are as a person and where they can feel that this
is going to be more than just learning from books and articles.
Herman (2011) described a number of ways that college faculty can show care in the
classroom, including learning students’ names; taking an interest in the students; showing the
students respect; and being approachable, patient, and funny. All 15 participants gave examples
of how they showed students they care, some by telling students directly that they care and some
by conducting their class in a way that demonstrated care by doing things that aided student
learning. Paul told students the first day of class that he cared by working to help them be
successful in his class: “I'm here to do everything I can to make sure that their experience was
successful.” Ann let students know she cared about them by communicating student success as a
goal:
What you [a faculty member] want to try to do is convince them [students] that what
you're doing there is trying to get them to learn the material so that when they're out and
about, they know it. If they can see you as a facilitator rather than an adversary, then I
think that that's the thing.
Similarly, Lakshmi’s response to the question about her ideal relationship with her math students
demonstrates she cares in the way that she communicates with them as individuals:
I think the teacher needs to communicate to the student that they [the teacher] are
here for them [the student] to help them succeed and that it's not an adversarial
relationship because a lot of times when there’s somebody in authority and
somebody underneath, especially if it's a subject people hate, it's automatically an
adverse relationship.
A different way that participants showed they care was by helping students be successful
in front of their peers. For instance, while having students work on small group activities,
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Elizabeth said she listens in to what the students say during group work and then begins a wholeclass discussion by acknowledging these students, showing she cares about them by helping
them look good in front of their classmates:
I’m walking around listening to the small group discussion and teeing up whatever it was
they were talking about and say [to students], “I would like you to start because you
made such good points.” Those are really big rapport builders with students because you
are helping them to be successful in front of their peers.
Another way participants showed students that they care was to solicit student feedback
about the course and, as a result, make changes based on that information. This approach showed
that faculty cared enough about their students to try to improve faculty performance and student
satisfaction with the course. Elizabeth concretely explained how she used student feedback to
show students that she cared:
It was my instinct to take the temperature of how things were going so students always
felt like they had input. They [students] could tell me early on, “you made too many
changes to the syllabus in the first 2 weeks; you are ticking us off.” When I was a new
professor, I did things like that and just didn’t know any better. So, even if it wasn’t
perfect, they [students] felt like I was listening to them and that I used them [their
feedback] and translated that into changes in my practice.
In his practicum course for students preparing for teaching, Michael explained how he
used letters written by current students to future students to show that he cares:
One of the things I do is I have students, at the end of their practicum experience, write
letters to the next group. Then, in the very first seminar for the next group, they read their
letters. They're anonymous, but it's from the heart. They [students] can say whatever they
want. They're sealed in envelopes; I don't read them. They [the next group] can see right
from the first seminar that this is going to be a place where somebody cares about who
they are as a person and where they can feel that this is going to be more than just
learning from books and articles.
Participants also described how they showed care for students in the way that they
presented materials in class. Paul explained that as a student, one of his favorite teachers taught
an international business class and showed that he cared about students by investing time and
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effort into the presentation of class materials to keep the class up to date: “He just really cared
about the students, so he really put a lot of time into his class. The class would change every
quarter, based on [current events].” Bill continued with this theme when he demonstrated he
cares by taking the time to present sociological concepts in a humorous way, such as by using a
video camera and a green screen to insert himself into scenes from a movie.
I have this thing where I talk to Harrison Ford in the movie Witness because we do a
whole Amish section. So I pretend I’m an Amish person and I’m sitting there, and he’s
[Harrison Ford] there, and we actually interact with each other.
Andrew showed he cares about students by creating original video games to give students an
opportunity to apply challenging material learned in class:
A lot of what I do is teach with videogames; I have a pile of these things [brings out a
cardboard box containing videogame controllers]. Each one of my students at the
beginning of the semester gets one of these, and I’ve created videogames essentially
where they are playing this thing. They realize that I “cooked the books” in this game
where they can only get so far using their reflexes alone, then they had to do some
analysis, plug equations into the equation editor and get things to work.
Promoting contact and showing students that participants care about them was an
important component of how participants built rapport with students. It was so important that
Tim stated,
People are sensitive to other people’s attitudes. So if you have a teacher who enjoys
teaching you and answers your questions patiently and cares about how you do, you’re
going to succeed as a student. Or at least you’re going to feel you’re in the right place,
and then the teacher will feel the same thing in return. I want them to have the experience
that I have which is, “this is great, I love doing this!”
It should be noted that care for students does not mean that faculty need to coddle them
(Cavanagh, 2016) or compromise the academic integrity of a course. For example, Elizabeth
discussed how she communicated care for education students who worked at the on-campus
charter school, while at the same time she described the high standards she set for them:
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We call it [being a] “warm demander.” Because you could say that if it really is about
relationships and caring, you could put the bar way down here [gestures down with
hand], and I can just be the easiest professor in the world, right? Everybody gets an “A,”
and you just show up. Students don’t want that. So you [the teacher] are warm, you care
about the people, but [you say] “you’re going to master these 10 things and I’m going to
make sure that you do and you’re going to have to put out a high level of effort to do it.”
The students, as long as they feel like it’s fair and they are being asked to do things that
make sense to them, then they will rise. Ninety-nine % of them will hit the bar.
Similarly, Stan explained that caring about students does not mean giving in and saying yes to
all student requests.
If you say yes to everybody, you’re hurting somebody because somebody needs you to
say no. It’s best for them if you say no. With the ethics of care, when a student comes in
who is trying to pull something [dishonest], maybe the student needs to be told, “you
can’t do this.” And that’s your job, and it’s a hard job because it’s easy to [want to] make
everyone happy.
In addition, caring about students does not mean that faculty cannot establish and enforce class
rules. Paul shared an example when he described his policies regarding a study abroad class:
“I’m the professor and you're the student.” That relationship, for example, is
critically important for a study abroad trip where [when he first started leading the
class] I started out being their best friend. They called me “Paul,” and it's great;
and then 3 days in, there's a big behavioral problem and you're their best buddy
[implying difficulty enforcing the rules because of being perceived by the student
as a friend]. I learned very quickly that that is not the right model for that type of
classroom environment.
I’m not mean, but we have a few classes before we actually go to Germany. I just
put the hammer down, telling them they’ll be kicked out of class, sent home if
they screw up when in Germany. About a day or two after we're actually on the
ground in Germany, someone mentioned, “Wow, you're a lot nicer than we
thought you were going to be with us.” You can always be nice, but it's very hard
to become more harsh.
Although no one technique stood out as most common, promoting personal contact with
students and showing them the teacher cares was regularly reported by the participants and
accounted for the greatest number of individual codes (339) identified in the interviews.
However, the approaches employed by some participants varied significantly from those of
others and, in some cases, were rejected by others outright as ineffective or uncomfortable. For
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instance, though five participants described how they successfully use icebreakers, Stan
indicated quite strenuously that he no longer uses them because he felt that it forces more
introverted students to speak when they did not want to. Another example was John who was
hesitant to concretely communicate high standards in a major-level biology class because of his
belief that grade-oriented students would object. This differs from Elizabeth, who communicates
high standards to her classes from the beginning of the semester.
These differences reveal that there are a number of ways to make contact and show care
over time and hints that no single strategy for building rapport will work for all faculty, a point
that is discussed in Theme 5. In addition, rapport-building requires more than devising a list of
rapport-building strategies, a concept that is explored further in Theme 5 involving the need for
faculty to be authentic in teaching. However, Paul provided the perfect way to close the
discussion on this topic by stating, “it comes down to this caring.… There can never be rapport if
we don't care about each other.”

Theme 3: Share Personal Information Without Making the Classroom a Stage for Satisfying
the Teacher’s Personal Ego

The third theme addresses the need for faculty to share about themselves. However, as a
number of participants revealed in their interviews, sharing about oneself can be done for the
purpose of personal ego gratification, which can interfere with rapport-building instead of
facilitating it. This section explores these concepts in greater depth, citing both the literature and
participants. Table 4 begins the discussion by introducing the components of this theme and
presenting short quotations by the participants that reveal how they apply these themes in their
classrooms.
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Table 4
Summary of Theme 3
Definition / explanation

3a. Participants indicate that
rapport is built by faculty
sharing some personal
information, such as
background, education,
challenges, and mistakes.

3b. Several participants
caution that sharing about
oneself should be limited to
information used to help or
connect with students, not to
elevate the faculty member.

Participant comments
- I go into each class, and I try to share enough details
about myself to make them feel like they know me.
A big part of rapport is feeling similar to that person. (Paul).
- You really do need to hook them fairly early on in the
semester, and one way to do that is to demonstrate that
you really do care about what you're teaching. (John).
- I show them my actual budget I use every two
weeks.…” Is that sociology? It is, in that it teaches
them a way to practically apply the theory. (Bill).
- I will come in dressed as a character, or I'll bring in
my guitar and lead them in a song so they can see
that I'm willing to be a little bit silly, with the goal of
modeling something that they can do. (Michael).
- I admit, yeah, I went to counseling for depression,
but I don’t talk much about it, I just open it up…
What I’ve realized is that it does open the door for a
lot of students. So I’ve [taken] a lot of people down
to counseling through that. (Stan).
- I think when you leave the ego out the door, you become more
approachable. (Lakshmi).
- I think [what] a lot of faculty, particularly new faculty, fail to
realize is that it's not about us. It's about them. It's about the
students. (Peter).
- I like telling stories, they [students] enjoy my stories, but
sometimes I’ve got to be careful that they’re serving the
purpose of the class. (Stan).

3a. Share Personal Information

Students enjoy learning some personal information about their faculty (Faranda & Clarke,
2004) and look more favorably on faculty who use appropriate types of self-disclosures, (Hill,
Ah Yun, & Lindsey, 2008). As a result, college faculty often share personal information and
stories about themselves to reinforce a topic discussed in class or to demonstrate to students that
they are real people outside of class (Hill et al., 2008; Micari & Pazos, 2012). In this study, 12 of
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the 15 participating participants directly mentioned sharing information about themselves with
their students to build rapport.
Paul described his strategy for talking about himself: “I go into each class, and I try to
share enough details about myself to make them feel like they know me. A big part of rapport is
feeling similar to that person.” John described his method for getting students interested in
learning by revealing a little about himself, such as his passion for biology:
You really do need to hook them fairly early in the semester, and one way to do that is to
demonstrate that you really do care about what you're teaching. And hopefully that’s
authentic and also that you care that they start to understand why it might be important.…
One way of doing that is to show why you think it's so interesting, and also in the process
you can often reveal the personal things about yourself, whether it’s anecdotes or ways
[to] make the content more personable.
John later discussed how he spends the first 30-40 minutes of the first class of the semester
conducting an icebreaker activity, which includes sharing some of his personal information to
build rapport:
I share some things with them about me to tell them why I'm here, why I’m doing
this for a living, what I find interesting. I try to show some personal details that
are appropriate to share, maybe an embarrassing story to break the ice. I find that
that’s a good start, that's a good way from the very first day.
Sheila found a way to tell her students about herself as she was giving them an opportunity to
share about themselves near the beginning of the semester:
Usually, either the first day of class or when we go over the first study guide, I'll
tell the students, "Tell us something about yourself, your name, something about
yourself, and then answer the first question.” Then when they go around, I do the
same thing. I tell them something about places I've traveled or a book I've read, or
[that] I have identical twin grandsons, which I talk about in the class because
that's a nice biological study.
Franklin also found a unique way to share about himself. He requires all students to make an
appointment with him at the beginning of the semester and prepare a question to ask him.
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Usually when I set these things up, I tell them a little about myself: where I was
born, I tell them something about the traveling that I’ve done, I told them a few
facts about myself that could be interesting. Like, I learned to drive a car in
Baghdad, Iraq. I give them a little information so that they have something they
can ask about.
Besides being used to build rapport, sharing about oneself can also be done to accomplish
course goals. Bill described how he shared personal information as a way to reinforce a
challenging concept in his sociology class:
The greatest wealth-building tool you can have is to budget, and then stick to it.
I show them my actual budget I use every two weeks. I say, “this is my budget, and this is
what my family lives with.…” Is that sociology? It is, in that it teaches them a way to
practically apply the [Marxist] theory.
A number of participants discussed sharing something personal about themselves as a way to
appear approachable to students, often with the added goal of modeling appropriate behaviors or
attitudes for students. One example involves how Paul shares with students some of the struggles
he experienced in college as a way to show that he too experienced stress about classwork and
that he was able to overcome his struggles:
Most of the marketing classes involve some group presentation or presentation in front of
the class, and a lot of students hate that. They don’t like speaking in front of people.…
I’ll just share with them that I started out college being prelaw political science. There
was a lot of prelaw courses that were all speech communication classes. I thought, “I
can't speak in front of people,” so I just dropped out of prelaw because I’m like, “I can't
speak in front of people” and ironically, now here I am with this [being a professor] as
my job.
As a professor of education, Michael shares some of his talents and interests with
students to model for them how they, as teachers, can entertain and inform their future students:
I will come in dressed as a character, or I'll bring in my guitar and lead them in a song so
they can see that I'm willing to be a little bit silly, with the goal of modeling something
that they can do [for their students]. Or I'm willing to share one of my talents or some
hobbies with them, so again, stepping out of the more formal role. They appreciate that,
and they have a good time.
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Stan discussed how he shared personal information not to reinforce a topic in his English or
humanities classes, but as a way to help those who are struggling with issues outside of the
classroom: “When you open up to students, when [you] use your own personal experience in the
classroom [and] students get comfortable with you, sometimes they come to you with stuff.”
Later, he elaborated on this topic and discussed how he mentions to students his struggles with
depression as a way to connect with students facing the same problem:
One thing though that I have started to open up to my students about, and I do it in a very
careful way, I make sure that I don’t do it more than once or twice.… I mention my own
struggles with depression.
And I admit, yeah, I went to counseling for depression, but I don’t talk much about it, I
just open it up. A lot of times when we talk about these issues, I’ll say we’ll talk about
the stigma of mental health issues and for a long time I wouldn’t mention that I suffer
from mild depression. I just say that quickly. I’ve learned not to go into it too much, but
what I’ve realized is that it does open the door for a lot of students. So I’ve [taken] a lot
of people down to counseling through that. They come to say, “you said you have
depression, I think I might have depression.” So I’m like, “let’s go down to counseling.”
Several participants discussed the importance of sharing with students about failures or
mistakes that they had made as a way of demonstrating the ability to overcome failures in their
own academic careers. Lakshmi explained how she intentionally brought in difficult problems to
her math classes to show how though she was a math professor, she too struggled with problems
sometimes to validate the experience of students struggling with their work:
You [the teacher] bring in problems that you don’t know how to solve and you say, “I
don't know how to solve this. I truly don’t know how to solve that.” It's okay for them to
see that because then they say, “I guess there are problems that stump my teacher, too.”
Later in the interview, the discussion with Lakshmi came back to the topic of being able to share
when she made mistakes in the classroom and how she used that as an opportunity to make
herself seem more human and, thus, more approachable:
If you [the teacher] make a mistake in the classroom [some teachers will say], “Wait, I
didn’t make a mistake. I can’t make mistakes, I’m the teacher.”
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If you say, “Oops, yeah, sorry,” and then you fix it, the students are like, “It's okay for me
to find the teacher’s mistakes.” They’re not taking it so badly. I think that changes [the]
interaction because then I’m more approachable. I think when you leave the ego out the
door, you become more approachable.
To Lakshmi, some people might try to evade or deny a mistake to protect his/her ego. By not
doing this, she reveals to her students her belief that it is acceptable to make and acknowledge
mistakes, an idea that is a transition to the next component of this theme.
3b. Share Personal Information to Build Rapport Instead of Inflating One’s Ego

Being careful about what is shared with students is important because narcissistic or
egotistic activities, such as telling stories to make oneself appear superior or important, may in
fact impair the development of rapport (Magidson et al., 2012). In her previous quotation above,
Lakshmi discussed the importance of sharing information about herself in a way that promotes
the best interest of the student by stating that faculty need to “leave the ego out the door.” She
did not share her mistakes and struggles to elevate herself in the eyes of her students but instead
to humanize herself with the goal of building rapport. Peter also emphasized the importance of
this when he stated that “I think [what] a lot of faculty, particularly new faculty, fail to realize is
that it's not about us. It's about them. It's about the students.”
However, judging what to share and how much to share with students is not always easy.
Stan revealed some of the struggles he has had with this:
When I’m trying to describe a theoretical concept, I often try to ground it in my
own experience.… I have to be careful because I can do that too much. I like
telling stories, they [students] enjoy my stories, but sometimes I’ve got to be
careful that they’re serving the purpose of the class….
And I’ve had students criticize me for that, “This isn’t a class on you.” And so
I’ve got to be careful to limit the number of personal stories that I tell and make
sure that they’re [the stories] there for that purpose.
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A different example of sharing about oneself to help students was described by Bill, who
shares personal information with students through the use of self-deprecating humor, in an effort
to elevate students and build rapport by putting himself down:
I really think it’s good for us to seek humbling experiences.… So I constantly make jokes
about myself and things that they might not touch. Like on Tuesday, I mentioned that it
was Fat Tuesday [the day before the beginning of lent in the Catholic tradition], and I
told them I don’t know what’s the big deal, every Tuesday is fat Tuesday for me [making
reference to the fact that he is overweight].
This strategy seemed to work well for Bill because he was a popular teacher who had won the
faculty teaching award at his school multiple times; however, effective use of self-deprecating
humor may require a great deal of self-confidence and might not work well for all faculty,
emphasizing again the unique nature of rapport-building and the need for faculty to build rapport
in an authentic way (which will be explored in depth in Theme 5).
Finally, while discussing a physics outreach program he had created, Tim shared why it
was easy to not be focused on his own ego satisfaction.
That’s why I love teaching because the students are so great.… My role is more of
a facilitator now; I make it possible for them to discover their greatness that’s
already there. So it’s not because I’m great at all or anything like that, they
haven’t quite figured out [their greatness] yet, and if I can help them figure that
out for themselves, that’s my success.

Theme 4: Promote Interstudent Rapport

A college classroom allows the formation of multiple beneficial relationships, including
relationships among students (Frisby & Martin, 2010). Encouraging co-operative relationships
among students and between faculty and students is possible in many classes, including
asynchronous on-line classes (Ädel, 2011), and is considered a best practice of undergraduate
education according to Chickering and Gamson (1987). Lakshmi shared that faculty may need to
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help students by “teaching them skills on how to communicate with each other, because a lot of
kids don’t have that [ability to communicate with each other].” Table 5 introduces the theme of
promoting interstudent rapport and summarizes how participants applied it in their classrooms.

Table 5
Summary of Theme 4
Definition / explanation

Participant comments

Building rapport between
students may help students
build rapport with their
teacher.

- I think by building it [rapport] with each other, it automatically helps them
build it with me. (Sheila).
- [Using video games is] a nice tool for fostering a sense of cohesiveness not
only between me and them but between them and them. (Andrew).
- “I have them [students] all sit down and write their names and
information on the card. I have them introduce each other, because the
first day of class everyone's so quiet. (Lindsey).
- They sit and talk about it [discussion questions] with each other. That
really helps. It builds that rapport. (Sheila).
- [Working together on attendance quizzes] creates a camaraderie outside of
class, and they’re more likely to connect and work with each other and do
homework together. (Lakshmi).

Sheila explained the relationship between building interstudent rapport and developing
faculty-student rapport while describing how she uses group activities in her biology classes to
reinforce a difficult concept, protein synthesis: “They sit and talk about it with each other. That
really helps. It builds that rapport.… I think by building it with each other, it automatically helps
them build it with me.” Andrew also shared that using video games to help teach engineering
concepts allowed him to build rapport with students at the same time they built rapport with each
other, suggesting a possible relationship:
I think that is a nice medium, a nice tool for fostering a sense of cohesiveness not
only between me and them but between them and them. Because they’ve got to
work together on how to get things to work, and they know that I’m challenging
them.
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Nine of the 15 participants provided details about the strategies they use for helping
students develop rapport with each other. For example, Sheila gives students time to talk among
themselves while there is down time in her biology labs (such as while waiting for gel
electrophoresis to separate out pieces of DNA). When asked what advice she would give a new
faculty member who wanted to build rapport with students, Lindsey discussed how she used
icebreakers at the beginning of the semester to help students and her learn names and get to
know each other:
I have them [students] all sit down and write their names and information on the card. I
have them introduce each other because the first day of class everyone's so quiet. It's
complete, dead silence. You walk in, and they don't know each other.…
If they're talking to each other, there's this roar. This nice noise. Happy noise going on for
about 10 or 15 minutes. Then, I have them go around and introduce the other person to
the class, which is great because you learn the name and a couple things... interesting
things... about another person in your class.
John also reflected on the importance of icebreaker activities the first day of class to get students
to start developing rapport with each other:
They might not even be interested in that class, but they [come back because they] want
to see their friend. Then they actually may stay in class, and they listen, and then maybe
later on they take this more seriously. Giving students a reason to come to class often
starts with having those personal connections.
Peter used classroom discussion sessions to help build interstudent rapport by putting
students’ desks into a circle and encouraging deep discussions that many students continued
outside of class:
We rearrange the chairs and get them in a circle. You've got to have eye contact.
If you try to have a class discussion when people are sitting in chairs in a row, it
doesn't have the same dynamic… But if they're in a circle, they maintain eye
contact with me sitting in the circle with them…One advantage of the “everyone
in a circle” type of thing is that the students learn to know each other better that
way…
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In fact, I hear back from students occasionally that they talked about an issue that
we discussed in class for the next hour after class was over. You're just more
likely to get that if you've got people knowing each other better and more
interaction.
A “flipped classroom” teaching model involves a departure from the traditional method
of teaching where faculty ask (or require) students to prepare before class by viewing videos,
PowerPoint presentations, or readings as an introduction to class materials. Students can then use
class time to attempt higher-order learning and faculty can review difficult material and focus on
specific student problems (Schmidt & Ralph, 2016). Tim was able to articulate a strategy for
helping students in a large lecture hall to develop rapport with each other by using a flipped
classroom model and small-group work:
We ask students a lot of questions during class where we ask them to turn to their
neighbor and come up with an answer. And then they vote on these answers with their
clicker-things here [holds up remote used by students in class]. They do that so that
the lectures are very interactive. A lot of the time [is] spent with students discussing
questions with each other and then participating with me by clicking with their little
clickers.
In response to a follow-up question that asked her provide details about her comment about
building class community, Sheila described how she promotes interstudent rapport by using a
flipped classroom model: students read and watch video materials before attending class, and she
uses class time to have students do group work and interact, providing opportunities to work
together and build rapport with each other:
Basically all of my classes are active learning, so I just lecture short spurts, and then
they do something. We just finished up a unit on the immune system.… I gave them
little scenarios, case studies, and a series of questions. Then I divided the class up,
and I said, "Read the case study, get in groups...” Then they sit and talk about it with
each other. That really helps. It builds that rapport.
Lakshmi was able to articulate a strategy for developing rapport among students in which
she gives attendance quizzes at the beginning of each class to assess student understanding of
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previous material. She then uses the first few students who correctly completed the quiz to go
around and help their peers who are still working and, as a result, get to know each other:
I’ll put a problem up, and then I’ll say, “Okay, when you’re done, bring it up.” Then,
the first four or five people who are done [correctly] become my graders.… They will
go help people who are stuck so that it's not a huge time-consuming thing....
We’re creating a community. The whole class will know each other’s names
eventually. It's not just enough that I know their names; they should know each other
also. It creates a camaraderie outside of class, and they’re more likely to connect and
work with each other and do homework together.
In this section, participants articulated strategies for promoting rapport-development
among students in a number of ways. If Sheila is correct above, then finding ways to help
students develop rapport with each other is valuable for faculty-student rapport-building.

Theme 5: Select Authentic Approaches for Building Rapport
Authenticity in general means to act in a way that is reflective of one’s selfimage. Authenticity in teaching is the selection of teaching strategies informed by the
self-awareness learned through critical reflection (Trevitt & Stocks, 2012). Authenticity
in rapport-building means using the self-awareness gained from critical reflection to
guide the process of building rapport with students. This section explores the literature
and highlights information about authenticity from participants. This examination is
relevant because evidence from the literature and from participants indicates that the
ways that rapport is built are very personal and will likely differ between teachers. Table
6 introduces the components of this theme, presents examples of participant attitudes
related to each part, and provides examples of strategies used by participants to build
rapport that were authentic to each faculty member.
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5a. Be Authentic

The concept of authenticity in teaching has been receiving increased attention in the
literature despite its muddy nature and disagreement about the meaning of the word (Cranton &
Carusetta, 2004; Kernis & Goldman, 2006; Kreber, Klampfleitner, McCune, Bayne, &
Knottenbelt, 2007; Sarid, 2015). To clarify the term, Cranton and Carusetta (200i) described
authenticity in general as “a multifaceted concept that includes at least four parts: being genuine,
showing consistency between values and actions, relating to others in such a way as to encourage
their authenticity, and living a critical life” (p. 7). Martens (2007), on the other hand, described
authenticity more simply as “being true to ourselves” (p. 73).
In an effort to apply the concept of authenticity to the practice of teaching, Cranton and
Carusetta (2004) found that faculty believe it is important to include a sense of themselves (i.e.,
authenticity) in the classes they teach. Trevitt and Stocks (2012) described authentic teachers as
those who “are being true to themselves and representing their real thoughts, approaches and
day-to-day teaching practices” (p. 248). Palmer (2007) shared that “good teaching cannot be
reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity and integrity (i.e., authenticity) of
the teacher” (p. 10). In addition, Cranton (2006) explained that to be authentic, teachers must be
aware of themselves as a teacher, be aware of the students and their needs, and be aware of
additional factors that influence teaching in the delivery of a course (p. 6). To be more selfaware, Cranton suggested the use of critical reflection techniques, described as a process of using
tools including logs, journals, and formal evaluations to challenge assumptions and evaluate
current practices in an effort to improve teaching (Dickson, 2011; van Halen-Faber, 1997). This
critical reflection could include activities such as writing in a journal or constructing an
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autobiography coupled with the use of standardized instruments such as the Myers-Briggs
personality inventory (Cranton, 2006).

Table 6
Summary of Theme 5
Definition / explanation

5a. Authenticity in rapportbuilding is defined as the
practice of building rapport
in a way that is guided by a
self-awareness developed
through critical reflection.

5b. What works to build
rapport for one faculty
member will not work for
all.

Participant comments
- That is a big thing, to be authentic as a teacher… Your style needs
to reflect who you are. Your topics need to reflect who you are….
And I think that builds rapport with students. (Bill).
- If there's not a sense that they know that you’re putting a lot of
yourself into your teaching, then the students won’t have a
reason to care much either. (John).
- Teaching has to be authentic to the person. Give the students a
little sense of who you are as a person and then allow them a
chance to give you a little sense of who they are as a person.
(John).
- I joke about myself. (Bill).
- I try to put myself in their shoes; what can I find in here that is
really fun. (Andrew).
- Before exams I would actually do a mindfulness exercise with
them. (Lakshmi).
- You have to figure out how you’re going to make it work for
yourself [based] on your personality. (Lakshmi).
- What works for me isn’t going to work for somebody else.
(Elizabeth).
- Everybody needs to not only find their own path, but to find what
it is on their journey that really comes from the core of who they
are and what they believe and what they want to accomplish.
(Michael).

Authenticity has been found to be an important factor in higher education teaching. For
example, Kreber and Klampfleitner (2013) found that students view faculty who are authentic in
a more positive way than those believed to be inauthentic. Additionally, authentic instruction on
the part of a teacher is associated with improved student learning in content areas as varied as
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English, law, and physics (Kreber et al., 2007). John mentioned the importance of teacher
authenticity to student learning in his classes: “If there's not a sense that they [students] know
that you're putting a lot of yourself into your teaching, then the students won’t have a reason to
care much either.” Based on the literature and participant input, authenticity in teaching is
defined in this study as the selection of teaching strategies informed by the critical reflection on
oneself as a teacher. Authenticity in rapport-building is defined as building rapport in a way that
is guided by a self-awareness developed through critical reflection.
Five participants used the words “authentic” or “genuine” in their description of how they
build rapport with students. Although this number is low, the theme of authenticity has remained
in this study because of the passion for it expressed by those participants and how they made the
connection between authenticity and rapport. For instance, Bill described the need for
authenticity in teaching:
That is a big thing, to be authentic as a teacher. That doesn’t mean the class
should be about you, but you need to reveal who you are as a person. Your style
needs to reflect who you are. Your topics need to reflect who you are.... And I
think that builds rapport with students.
Michael emphasized the importance of faculty authenticity when discussing personal concerns
about building rapport: “Everybody needs to not only find their own path, but to find what it is
on their journey that really comes from the core of who they are and what they believe and what
they want to accomplish.” Similarly, Bill discussed considerations involved with building
rapport in an authentic way when he shared that,
Teaching has to be authentic to the person [teacher].… Give the students a little
sense of who you are as a person, and then allow them a chance to give you a
little sense of who they are as a person.
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Despite the infrequent participant use of the word authentic regarding teaching and
rapport-building, all 15 participants were able to share rapport-building strategies that appeared
consistent with the way they saw and described themselves as a teacher. For example, a number
of participants mentioned an interest in building rapport by making classes fun for students, an
approach supported by Worley (2004). An excellent example of this strategy was used by
Andrew. Fun is such an important factor to Andrew that he shared, “the only thing that keeps me
going is that it is so exciting.… If I’m having fun with it then I can put the effort in and hopefully
make it fun for other people [students] too.” In fact, he used the word “fun” 36 times during his
interview in describing his teaching. When asked to elaborate on how he uses fun to build
rapport with his students, he shared,
What I try to do is put myself in their shoes; what can I find in here that is really
fun and that can be really engaging and can connect [with students]? So
[addressing the researcher], you’ve already noticed that I have toys all over the
place [pointing out drones, bicycle wheels, and Lego construction equipment
arranged throughout his office]. This is what I do, I try to find fun in every
subject.
The use of fun was also important to Stan, who described the theme-based composition courses
he created based on his personal interest in horror movies and comic books. Both the horror
movie class and the comic book class fulfill the requirements for a first semester general
education English course, but he makes them fun using horror movies or comic books as starting
points for in-class discussions and prompts for student writing assignments.
Similarly, some participants used humor to build rapport with students in a way that
connected with who participants are and how they see themselves. For example, Michael and
Bill described how they use humor in different ways. Michael explained how he shares his
willingness to be a “little bit silly” by coming to class dressed in a costume or by playing songs
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on the guitar for his students. Bill described how he exaggerates his passion for Star Trek in a
funny way to students in his classes:
I joke about myself, and of course, I do love William Shatner. But I play it up,
well beyond my real love level of William Shatner, which is quite obsessive I
admit. But, I play it up like really obsessed [emphasis is participant’s] so that it
can be a joke all semester.
Lakshmi demonstrated an unusual approach to building rapport by teaching mindfulness
techniques to her students, in a way that reflected her deep personal interest in yoga and
meditation:
Before exams I would actually do a mindfulness exercise with them.… I would give them
a small 5-minute mindfulness meditation exercise where [we are] just quiet and you’re
connecting to your breath and feeling safe and [at] peace. Then they open their eyes and
they take their exam.
People [students] started reporting that the state that they were in to take the exam was so
different than if they had not done that. Then some of them started coming to my yoga
club, and it was amazing the transformation you see in these kids. It's just incredible.
Later, Lakshmi, who has been studying yoga since she was 9 years old, contextualized the
importance of teaching mindfulness and meditation as a tool for rapport-building, by describing
the amount of stress experienced by one of her math students:
A student in my math class fought in the Afghanistan war. She came back and went back
to Iraq and then fought there, came back, had breast cancer, fought that, survived that.
She said being in a math class was worse than any of these three experiences that she
had….
Imagine what kind of learning is going to take place when this is how they feel. Learning
is not just something that you impart knowledge and somebody got it. You have to be in
the right physical and mental state to receive the knowledge.
Lakshmi found that helping students work past their fear by teaching mindfulness and meditation
helped them cope with their math anxiety and, as a result, built rapport in a way that was
important to her and consistent with how she described herself.
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Regardless of their approach, participants described methods for building rapport that
appeared authentic. Although many strategies could also fall within Theme 2 (showing students
that faculty care), the above examples were included under Theme 5 because the particular
approaches for building rapport by individual participants were authentic to each of them and
may not be appealing or effective when attempted by others.

5b. What Works to Build Rapport for One Faculty Member Will Not Work for All

The reason for placing this theme last was because of the difficulty identifying
universally accepted rapport-building approaches that are effective for all teachers. For example,
Peter builds rapport authentically through one-on-one discussions with the students in his
philosophy classes. On the other hand, Tim builds rapport with the 300+ students in each physics
class by flipping the classroom and using lecture time to assess student understanding by using
clickers. This approach enabled him to focus on individual students or particular difficulties that
students communicated to him. If these participants were to trade approaches, their rapportbuilding may not be authentic and, as a result, be less effective.
Another example of how participants differed in their rapport-building involves how well
they got to know students. For example, Franklin was interested in developing a close
relationship as his ideal relationship with students:
I think it comes close to being a parent-child relationship where the two trust each other
and know something about each other besides the subject matter. So they know
something about their personal lives.… I always have my students come out as a class or
individually for a light meal [to his home]. They get to see me as a person, not just as a
faculty member. They meet my wife and my children.
Lindsey also described her desire to have a close relationship with her students to build rapport:
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I think of them [students] in two ways. I think of them as a student in my class and I’m
teaching them the subject or certain skills. But I also feel like I want to know them as a
human being and I think it is really important for me to get to know my students
individually.
On the other hand, some participants did not pursue a close relationship with students as a
component of their rapport-building. For example, Andrew shared that
I’m not the person who you’d want to go have a drink with necessarily. I don’t consider
myself the life of the party in any sense. When students want to just talk with a professor,
sometimes they see me, but oftentimes they go next door [pointing to the next office]
because he’s a great guy. I’m not that kind of a person, but I think what makes me an
effective teacher and what I think makes a person an effective teacher is someone who
can connect with the students in ways that are important for their learning, important for
their development....
If they are struggling with something, if they know that they can come see you, maybe
not any time of the day but, you’re there for them, and you want to make them succeed; I
think that helps a whole lot.
They [students] want to have a relationship with you around the content. I think
one of the rookie mistakes that professors make is they go for the relationships on
a personal level with students.… Students don’t want you to be their friend, they
don’t. They want you to have a relationship with them around the sociology of
education or biology, or whatever it [the content of the course] is. Meet them
there and get that really well thought out and then the relationships blossom from
that.
These six of award-winning participants described multiple rapport-building strategies, and they
pursued rapport with students in varied ways. Peter preferred to meet with students individually
whereas Tim used technology to focus attention on particular students or problems. Franklin and
Lindsey desired personal relationships with students even though Andrew and Elizabeth
preferred to center their relationships with students on the coursework. Each of these participants
was authentic to his or her own rapport-building style, and difficulties would likely emerge if any
of them pursued an approach that was not authentic.
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However, if authenticity is an important consideration for exploring new approaches to
building rapport, questioning how one develops authentic approaches becomes important.
Fortunately, information from participants reveal two possible sources for developing these
approaches. They copied the techniques of influential teachers they experienced as students and
they used self-reflection to developing an understanding of approaches to building rapport that
were authentic.
Most participants were asked to describe an important teacher, mentor, or coach (one
participant was not asked this question because of time constraints). Thirteen of the 15 described
rapport-building approaches used by teachers or mentors that they also used with their students.
Tim is an excellent example of this; he models his rapport-building on that of his freshman
physics professor. Tim derives a great deal of satisfaction from getting to know students and
helping them be successful, as exemplified by his response to a follow-up question about the
importance of his former teacher exemplifies this:
I would say that the one that had the biggest impact on me was my freshman physics
teacher, which is one of the reasons I want to do a good job because it [his teacher’s
teaching] changed my life entirely. He was approachable. He was a nice guy. I guess that
was it. I [was] always being kind of a little shy and not too confident when I was young.
To have somebody who I respected and thought was amazing and smart because he was
my professor be nice to me; that was a big deal. I think that’s really what it was…
I was his one kid in probably a couple of hundred, and he took an interest in me, and that
to me was amazing; it was unbelievable. He gave me a summer job, and that was
unbelievable.… At the very beginning he was this guy who was sort of, by definition,
frightening because he was a professor and he was leading my class, who turned out to be
a really nice human being.
Tim’s philosophy of rapport-building reflects some of the characteristics of his freshman physics
professor. For example, in his description of the ideal relationship with students, Tim shared that
“it’s like an apprenticeship in a sense that you want to have a relationship with a student.” Later,
he expanded on this by encouraging teachers to
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love students. Talk to them, you will get to love them, and you will enjoy them. People
are sensitive to other people’s attitudes. So if you have a teacher who enjoys teaching you
and answers your questions patiently and cares about how you do, you’re going to
succeed as a student. Or at least you’re going to feel you’re in the right place and then the
teacher will feel the same thing in return. I want them to have the experience that I have
which is, “this is great, I love doing this.”
Lakshmi also described an important part of her rapport-building as having been
learned from one of her favorite teachers:
If you ask me what was so amazing about this teacher, it’s where they don’t tell
you what the right answer is. They make you draw the answer from you, just by
asking questions.
In mathematics [historically], when somebody makes a mistake, a teacher will
say, “No, that's not right, this is how you do it.” Instead [a better way to address a
problem is if] you have them articulate what they have done wrong… and most
always, they will find their own mistake…
He [the teacher] would create an environment where it’d be like, “it's okay, you
don’t have to worry, making mistakes is how you learn.” Now in my class, I
modified it a little bit and I say how making mistakes is how you learn, and so
you don’t have to feel bad if you make mistakes.
Although many participants adopted rapport-building approaches similar to ones used by
their teachers or mentors, this was not the case for all participants. In particular, Andrew
struggled to recall a favorite college teacher “because I don’t think I got very good mentoring.”
When he eventually was able to describe one, the teacher’s technique for rapport-building was to
act as more of a friend, which is very different from Andrew’s method of building rapport with
students using the course’s subject matter. His experience reveals that building rapport by
copying the actions of a favorite teacher is not the only possible strategy.
How faculty learn to build rapport in authentic ways may also be explained in part by
Mezirow (1997). In his research on transformative learning, he found that adults tend to be
heavily influenced by things in their past that he referred to as “frames of reference”:
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Adults have acquired a coherent body of experience—associations, concepts, values,
feelings, conditioned responses—frames of reference that define their life world. Frames
of reference are the structures of assumptions through which we understand our
experiences. They selectively shape and delimit expectations, perceptions, cognition, and
feelings. (p. 5)
However, these frames of reference are malleable when critical reflection is applied to the
assumptions, experiences, values and feelings on which the frames of reference are made.
Palmer (2007) believed that this type of self-reflection is essential to good teaching and
commented, “as we learn more about who we are, we can learn techniques that reveal rather than
conceal the personhood from which good teaching comes” (p. 25). If faculty learn how to build
rapport based on their frames of reference, then the ability to expand a repertoire of rapportbuilding approaches can develop over time if faculty employ critical self-reflection on the frame
of reference throughout their career (Cranton, 2006; Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Dickson, 2011).
In other words, instructors can expand their rapport-building repertoire by critically reflecting on
the assumptions, experiences, values, and feelings on which they base their current rapportbuilding.
Critical reflection in education is described as a process of using tools including logs,
journals, and formal evaluations to challenge assumptions and evaluate current teaching practice
to improve teaching (Dickson, 2011; van Halen-Faber, 1997). Eight participants indicated they
reflected on their own teaching or solicited feedback from students. In most of these cases, this
reflection took the form of end-of-semester evaluations or short assessments of student
understanding of particular concepts. However, Elizabeth described a daily strategy she used for
the critical reflection of her teaching and rapport-building:
I actually self-assess the minute I walked out of a class, I have a half an hour set
aside where I say, “these are the five things I thought went really well, these three
things didn’t go well,” and usually I’ll open the next class by saying, “this is what
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I saw, what did you see?”
Lakshmi also discussed the need for faculty to be self-reflective and the importance of working
to be better teachers to connect more effectively with students:
If you think you know it all and that there’s no room for you to improve, then [it
is] time to retire. I always feel like, “how I can [sic] do better?” I can do better
from one day to another. Not many teachers take time to reflect to see how the
class went today. What could I have done better? What could I have done
differently in this interaction that perhaps could have made the class better? I
think constantly thinking like that is so, so important. That changes your
interaction from day to day to day.
Programs to help faculty develop new strategies for authentic teaching and rapportbuilding by promoting self-reflection are becoming more common (Cho & Rathbun, 2013; Lang,
Everett, McGowen, & Bennard, 2000; O’Meara & Terosky, 2010: Teeter et al., 2011). For
example, Lakshmi described a training program she helped create that addresses the concept of
faculty authenticity. One of this program’s modules involved an activity in which new faculty
watched a video of three different faculty teaching the same lesson:
They [new faculty] have to watch us and see what the difference is and who they
connect to more [which teacher has the personality most similar to their own]. I’m
more of a hyper person, the second person is more of a medium-level energy, and
the other person is very, very completely opposite of me.
[We three teachers are] all teaching the same class, and we’re all making it work.
So how do they connect? They [new faculty] have to pay attention to how they’re
[the teachers in the videos] connecting to their students. Then when we come to
the workshop, we talk about it and who they most relate to… You [new faculty]
have to figure out how you’re going to make it work for yourself [based] on your
personality.
In conclusion, authenticity is important for faculty wishing to improve the way they build
rapport with students. However, further research investigating how faculty critically reflect on
themselves and their current rapport-building would be helpful as a way to encourage faculty
development in this area because no universal rapport-building strategy or activity will work for
all faculty at all times.

CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, ORIENTATION WITH THE LITERATURE
AND IMPLICATIONS

Part of teaching is being a human being and having students think of you as someone
who cares about them, and in fact, I do care about them. Tim

If improving the rapport between students and faculty is recognized as a factor for
increasing student success, then the study of how outstanding faculty build rapport with
students represents an important area of research. The purpose of this qualitative study
was to address the question, how do award-winning college faculty establish and improve
rapport with students? To accomplish this purpose, 15 college participants from a variety
of academic disciplines and types of institutions were interviewed about their rapportbuilding practices. The resulting information was collected and organized into five major
themes:
1. Develop trust, and make the classroom a safe learning environment.
2. Promote personal contact with students, and show them the teacher cares.
3. Share personal information without making the classroom a stage for satisfying the
teacher’s personal ego.
4. Promote interstudent rapport.
5. Select authentic approaches for building rapport.
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As analysis of the themes occurred, relationships among the themes emerged that were not
apparent at the beginning of the process. As a result, Figure 4 below differs from Figure 3 due to
the addition of relationships (signified by arrows) among themes which emerged during data
analysis. These relationships reflect the complexity of interactions among themes.

3. Share personal information without
making the classroom a stage for
satisfying the teacher’s personal ego.

2. Promote
personal
contact with
students and
show them
the teacher
cares.

1. Develop
trust and
make the
classroom a
safe learning
environment.

5. Select authentic approaches for building
rapport.

Figure 4. Rapport-building themes and the relationships among them.

4. Promote
interstudent
rapport.
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Summary and Discussion

This section reviews each theme and examines the relationships among them that Figure
4 reveals. When possible, these relationships are supported with information from the research
literature.

Theme 1

This study indicates that developing trust and making the classroom a safe learning
environment are important factors in building rapport. Although it wasn’t this study’s research
question, a search of the literature and information shared by participants indicate that the ability
to build trust and establish a safe learning environment may also be related to Themes 2, 3, and
4. Thus, in Figure 4’s graphic representation of the themes, Theme 1 is placed in the center with
arrows radiating out towards Themes 2, 3, and 4. No evidence was found relating developing
trust and the establishment of a safe learning environment (Theme 1) with being authentic
(Theme 5), although information on the following pages will be presented show that faculty
authenticity (Theme 5) influences the development of trust (Theme 1).
Developing trust and establishing a safe learning environment (Theme 1), can help
faculty to make personal contact and show care (Theme 2). Elizabeth demonstrated this ability
when she shared that the absence of a safe learning environment interferes with making contact:
“Safety isn’t just like, ‘oh, I fear for my life,’ it’s [also] intellectual safety, it safety around your
opinions, it safety around your identity. If you don’t have that, then students will never engage in
authentic dialogue.” Likewise, the opposite relationship has merit. When faculty make personal
contact with students and show care, it may result in increased levels of trust and a greater

85
feeling of safety in the learning environment (Chevalier, 1994; Woolley & Fishbach, 2017).
Lindsey indicated this connection when she discussed how she asks how students are doing and
the effect this contact has on building trust:
I feel like just knowing those little things and establishing rapport in between
class… goes a long way towards building that trust, which is not part of the
[course] subject but so important to establishing that relationship with the student
so that if they are having problems with an assignment, they are not going to be
afraid to approach you.
The theme of developing trust and making a safe learning environment (Theme 1) is also
related to the theme of faculty sharing about themselves (Theme 3). For example, Franklin
mentioned that trust between faculty and students is related to faculty sharing about their
personal lives. He described how he invited students to his house so that both he and his students
“trust each other and know something about each other besides the subject matter.” Michael also
acknowledged that faculty sharing influences trust: “I also make sure that I share my experiences
and that it's not just one way. I do a lot of things to try to develop a trusting environment right
away.”
In both of these cases, the participants identified the relationship between Theme 1 and
Theme 3 but they do not clarify which is the cause and which is the effect. However, evidence in
the literature indicates that faculty self-disclosure (Theme 3) has been found to be a factor in
students trusting their teacher (Myers & Brann, 2009), and the opposite relationship may also
exist. Additional research investigating whether developing students’ trust and making the
classroom a safe learning environment (Theme 1) influence instructor self-disclosure (Theme 3)
would be helpful in determining this.
Lindsey also made a connection between establishing a safe learning environment
(Theme 1) and promoting interstudent rapport (Theme 4). She described how she makes her
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classroom a safe learning environment at the beginning of the semester by using an icebreaker
activity encouraging the development of interstudent rapport. During this activity, students are
instructed to ask each other questions, “and then, as soon as you say [to the students] ‘talk to each
other,’ boom, explosion, conversation, they get to know each other.” Evidence showing the
reciprocal relationship in which helping students build rapport with each other builds trust and a
safe learning environment was not discovered. It is likely that this relationship exists and would
be an interesting question to ask in a follow-up study.

Theme 2

Kreber and Klampfleitner (2013) found in a quantitative study that teachers who have a
connection with students (Theme 2) are perceived as being more authentic in their teaching by
students (Theme 5). Because the focus of this study was on the faculty experience of rapportbuilding, its findings are not intended to verify the work of Kreber and Klampfleitner. Their
study is mentioned here because it represents an interesting relationship among the themes that is
worthy of additional research.

Theme 3

There is evidence in the literature as well as from participants that a relationship exists
between faculty sharing about themselves (Theme 3) and promoting personal contact with
students (Theme 2). Because rapport is a relationship between a student and a faculty member,
faculty sharing about themselves gives students more information about faculty and facilitates
personal contact (Tallia, Lanham, McDaniel, & Crabtree, 2006). In addition, because students
and faculty tend to treat each other as they expect to be, or actually are, treated (Lowman, 1995),
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faculty sharing about themselves may encourage students to share about themselves. Suzanne
discussed the relationship between these themes when she shared, “I find if I’m open about who
I am, they are more willing to share and to respond to me.” In addition, Larsen (2015), in his
research on caring in higher education, found that the opposite was also true: faculty who shared
about themselves (Theme 3) were perceived as caring more about students (Theme 2). As a
result, a bi-directional relationship exists between Theme 2 and Theme 3.

Theme 4

Activities such as icebreakers and group work build interstudent rapport (Theme 4) and
also help to promote contact with students and showing them the teacher cares (Theme 2). For
example, Michael indicated that giving students in his practicum or student teaching classes time
to share their experiences with their classmates, it allows him to, “create an environment of
support and trust.” Andrew shared that having students work together on engineering-based
video games helps to build interstudent rapport and also encourages students to make contact
with the teacher.
[The games are] a nice tool for fostering a sense of cohesiveness not only between
me and them but between them and them…. Playing games is sort of naturally an
environment in which you sort of bond in some way when you’re doing things
together.
As a result, this relationship is represented as bidirectional in Figure 4. Thus, activity
focused on making contact and showing care (Theme 2) facilitates an environment that assists
interstudent rapport (Theme 4), and vice versa. However, further research is needed to examine
this relationship.
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Theme 5

Brookfield (2006) believed that trust (Theme 1) and authenticity (Theme 5) are
interrelated. He contended that “students need to feel they are in the presence of an authentic
teacher, one whom they can trust” (p. 270). While discussing how she critically reflects on her
teaching as a way to be authentic, Elizabeth claimed that faculty authenticity helps build trust:
When you’re doing that real-time evaluation of yourself and how your classes are
going, and people see that and they are participating in that [evaluation], I think
that puts you on a different kind of playing field relative to your relational trust
with the group.
Orientation with the Literature

This section examines the findings related to each theme in the context of conclusions
from the existing research literature.

Theme 1

The first theme is to develop trust and make the classroom a safe learning environment.
Trust is the belief that a classroom will be physically, psychologically, emotionally, and
intellectually safe (Gill, 2014). Nine of the 15 participants discussed the establishment of trust,
and seven mentioned the development of a safe learning environment in regard to the building of
rapport. Building trust and establishing a safe learning environment built on that trust have been
identified as important factors in education (Gill, 2014; Tschannen-Moran, 2014), and trust is
believed to be a fundamental element of learning in higher education (Curzon-Hobson, 2002). A
safe learning environment offers opportunities for success in a caring, co-operative, and
encouraging atmosphere (Kees, 2003).
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In their synthesis of the literature about trust, Sztompka et al. (2000) described the
importance of trust for most social interactions in modern society. Tschannen-Moran (2014)
elaborated on the importance of trust in educational settings by stating that trust was necessary
for learning to occur, while Macfarlane (2009) believed that trust is essential for effective
teaching. However, these authors do not specifically mention the relationship between building
trust and building rapport, although the results of this study support their general conclusions
about the importance of building trust to the educational process.
Although Waples (2016) contended that the development of rapport is an important
element in the establishment of a safe learning environment, a connection in the literature
between constructing a safe learning environment and rapport is lacking. In fact, the few times
that the term “safe learning environment” or analogous phrases were mentioned in literature
searches were in discipline-specific descriptions such as the teaching of psychology (Guidelines
on Multicultural Education, 2003) or diversity (Kees, 2003). However, the theme of establishing
a safe learning environment supports the psychological research about the importance of
satisfying the need for safety (Maslow, 1987). As a result, the conclusion from this study
regarding the relationships among rapport and trust and rapport and a safe learning environment
are novel and warrant further study.

Theme 2

The second theme is to promote personal contact with students and show them the
teacher cares. In this study, personal contact refers to interacting with students on an individual
level and care means to demonstrate, in both words and actions, that the teacher is concerned
about the student. All of the participants had strategies for making personal contact with students
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and showing them care, though only 13 of the 15 actually used the word “care” while describing
rapport-building practices. For example, Paul described the importance of showing care when he
stated that “there can never be rapport if we don't care about each other.”
This theme is aligned with several studies that highlight the importance of promoting
contact and showing care as a means to develop rapport with students. For instance, Keeley et al.
(2016) found that an important way to build rapport is to show care for students. In addition,
Gorham (1988) explored strategies for building immediacy (often considered a component of
rapport) and found that it increases when faculty hold conversations with students before and
after class.
This theme supports the conclusions of researchers who described the importance of
establishing personal contact and showing concern as best practices for college teaching,
although these studies did not relate findings to building rapport. For example, Horan (1991)
found that outstanding community college instructors take time to speak to students individually
and provide encouragement. Lowman (1995) indicated that college faculty should demonstrate
interpersonal concern and care for students and should facilitate opportunities to interact with
them. In addition, Chickering and Gamson (1987) asserted that college faculty should make
contact with individual students to enhance the undergraduate experience. Because the literature
about making personal contact and showing care in the college classroom lacks a collection of
effective strategies used by faculty, this study presents examples that may be useful to improve
collegiate rapport-building practices. However, to increase the chances of successful
implementation, it is essential that faculty employ an appropriate self-reflection to identify
authentic approaches to building rapport with students.
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Theme 3

The third theme is that faculty should share information about themselves but should not
make this sharing about satisfying their personal egos. Twelve of the participants discussed how
they shared information with their students as a way to build rapport. This theme supports the
conclusion by Seidel, Reggi, Schinske, Burrus, and Tanner (2015), who found in their semesterlong study of an introductory college biology class that all of the classes they observed contained
instances in which faculty engaged in discussions not related to course content. These instances
pertained instead to improving the classroom environment, with an average of 26 occurrences
per class. Most importantly, the fourth most common reason for this digression was for the
instructor to share information about himself/herself. In addition, in a study of students in
organic chemistry, Micari and Pazos (2012) found that the faculty-student relationship could be
used to accurately predict student success and confidence with the coursework. They then
suggested that this relationship could be improved by sharing personal stories, discussing their
research, and talking about their interests with students. Gorham (1988) also found that facultystudent relationships improved when faculty shared their experiences and personal examples
with students in their courses.
Other studies that examined sharing personal information with students are aligned with
this theme, though those studies did not highlight rapport-building in particular. Mazer, Murphy,
and Simonds (2007) found that when a faculty member uses social media to disclose personal
information, messages from family and friends, and personal opinions, students may discover
similarities with their teacher. Hill et al. (2008) found that students look more favorably on
faculty who use appropriate types of self-disclosures. Additionally, Regan-Smith (1992)
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discovered that medical students were motivated and had better grades when faculty shared their
personal motivation for learning.
However, the literature also supports the conclusion that faculty can interfere with
rapport by sharing about themselves inappropriately. Magidson et al. (2012) found that
narcissistic individuals who share about themselves to make themselves appear important may in
fact interfere with proper rapport-development. If this finding is applied to college faculty, then
reflecting on what a faculty member shares and how it is shared must occur so students do not
judge faculty motivations incorrectly and impede rapport.
To summarize, the literature tends to support the idea that when faculty share about
themselves in an appropriate way, students tend to be more successful. However, this conclusion
does not directly support the relationship between faculty self-disclosure and improved rapport
that emerged from this study. As a result, the conclusion from this study that links faculty selfdisclosure and rapport-building in the higher education classroom is new and worthy of
additional research.

Theme 4

The fourth theme is to promote rapport between students. Nine participants discussed the
importance of building interstudent rapport or gave examples of how they incorporated this
approach into their rapport-building strategies. For example, Lakshmi mentioned that building
interstudent rapport resulted in a greater sense of community in the classroom. She suggested
that students who feel part of a strong community may be more likely to develop a stronger
feeling of rapport with the teacher. Lindsey enjoyed facilitating the development of interstudent
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rapport so much that she described the conversations among students participating in icebreaker
activities as “happy noise.”
The emergence of this theme provides support to the limited information in the literature
about the significance of interstudent rapport, though it may seem counterintuitive to build
rapport between faculty and students by encouraging students to build rapport with each other.
For example, Frisby and Martin (2010) explained that faculty-student and interstudent rapport
are related: “As a comfortable environment is formed through rapport with both
students and instructors, feelings of classroom connectedness (interstudent rapport) are likely to
increase” (p. 149). Aligned with that finding, Ädel (2011) found that interstudent rapportbuilding can be facilitated by instructors of online courses that lack one-on-one communication.
Looking more generally at the importance of interstudent rapport, Plecha (2002) found a
positive correlation between students’ interactions with their classmates and self-confidence in
the classroom. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) discovered that peer interactions that reinforce
course materials tend to improve student learning. Finally, Sidelinger, Bolen, Frisby, and
McMullen (2011) learned that supportive relationships among students facilitated students
participating in class and helped mediate the effects of teacher apathy.
Although several authors described the importance of interstudent rapport and Frisby and
Martin (2010) hinted at the relationship between faculty-student and interstudent rapport, the
conclusion from this study about the relationship between interstudent rapport and resulting
faculty-student rapport has not been directly reported in the literature. As a result, this finding
represents information that is worthy of additional research.
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Theme 5

The final theme is to be authentic in interactions with students because all of the
approaches to building rapport will not be effective for all faculty. Authenticity in teaching,
described by Parker Palmer as an essential element of good teaching (2007), is an awareness by
the teacher of who he or she is as an individual, coupled with teaching in congruence with that
identity. Bill stated,
So that is a big thing, to continue to be authentic as a teacher. That doesn’t mean
the class should be about you, but you need to reveal who you are as a person.
Your style needs to reflect who you are.
All of the participants appeared to exhibit authentic approaches to building rapport that were
consistent with the way they described themselves. These strategies varied greatly and included
Bill’s, self-deprecating humor, Andrew’s, commitment to make his classes fun, and Lakshmi’s
teaching of mindfulness.
In their research, Cranton and Carusetta (2004) and Cranton (2006) found that faculty
members have the ability to cultivate an authentic teaching style by reflecting critically on
themselves and their practice. In addition, Kreber and Klampfleitner (2013) found that students
view faculty they perceive as authentic in a positive way, and Kreber et al. (2007) found that
student learning is improved when students view faculty as authentic. If authentic teaching
results in greater faculty-student rapport, then this viewpoint would be an important area for
further research.
Implications for Teaching Practice

Faculty have tremendous power to influence the lives of students as a result of building
rapport with them. For example, Franklin described teaching as being “almost a sacred
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responsibility to teach as well as you can.” In an e-mail communication after our interview, he
clarified that teachers have
a sacred responsibility to show our students that they can lead both moral and useful lives
[Theme 3], to show by our own example the power of caring [Theme 2], to give our
students the confidence to trust themselves and to tease out the goodness in others
[Theme 4], to live their lives in such a way that they will have the pleasure of knowing
that they did some good in the world by helping others make the difficult transition from
childhood to adulthood.
The award-winning participants interviewed for this study were able to exercise this
power through their use of multiple strategies for building rapport that are described in this
dissertation. Care has been taken not to present a list of rapport-building strategies described by
participants in the form of a menu of options because rapport-building must be authentic to each
individual faculty member. However, with the understanding of the need for authenticity, this
study can inform and motivate faculty to begin an exploration of new ways to build rapport with
their students. Ideally, this process would begin with critical reflection to examine the frames of
reference described by Mezirow (1997), upon which faculty currently build rapport. This process
could involve journaling, directed reflection, and formal evaluations (Dickson, 2011; van HalenFaber, 1997), and could be followed by an exploration of additional rapport-building strategies
(including those described in this study) to identify approaches to building rapport that have
never been previously considered. In addition, mentoring programs have been found to have a
positive effect on those working in an educational setting (Klinge, 2015) and may be another
good source for authentic approaches to rapport-building. Even if some newly considered
strategies are outside of one’s experience or comfort zone, faculty may still able to modify them
into something authentic. Lakshmi explained that it is possible to experiment and “play with”
authentic rapport-building.
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Implications for Future Research

This study identifies five themes that apply to the participants when building student
rapport as well as specific examples of how they actually build rapport with their students.
Although these findings may broaden the understanding of how college faculty build rapport, a
number of questions were raised as a result of the research process that are worthy of additional
research:


This study only interviewed award-winning teachers. Is it possible that they have
higher self-confidence or other factors that make it easier for them to build rapport
than other teachers? If so, what are those factors?



Do ordinary faculty have effective rapport-building strategies? If so, what are they?



In what way does the personality of a faculty member influence their choice of a
rapport-building strategy?



How do other characteristics besides personality (such as prior experiences; influence
of a previous teacher, mentor or coach; or the socioeconomic status of teacher)
influence how a faculty member cares about students and builds rapport?



Some faculty have difficulty establishing rapport with students because they do not
show students they care. Meyers (2009) found a variety of reasons for these
difficulties. For instance, some faculty cared about students but chose not to share
their feelings with them, and others were afraid that students might not appreciate the
effort put forth by the faculty member. Because showing students they care is so
critical to building rapport, what circumstances interfere with the ability of faculty to
show care? Can these factors be changed, or are they absolute?
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How do faculty conduct the self-reflection necessary for developing authentic
rapport-building?



How do faculty choose and apply new rapport-building methods?



How do faculty critically evaluate the methods they use to build rapport?



What additional rapport-building methods exist?



Kuh et al. (2000) suggested in their quantitative study that students in certain
disciplines are more or less likely to build rapport with faculty. Does a faculty
member’s discipline influence how building rapport with students is accomplished?



Worley (2004) found that faculty are more likely to be authentic if their
psychological needs are met. Could assessments of the psychological needs of
faculty be used to facilitate authenticity in rapport-building?


Participants in this study believe that building inter-student rapport help with
faculty-student rapport. Does building inter-student rapport actually help with
faculty-student rapport?



Although several participants described a connection between the establishment of a
safe learning environment and the development of rapport, the literature does not
concretely support this connection. How does establishing a safe learning
environment influence the development of rapport?



Do characteristics of students such as; type of higher education institution; student
socioeconomic status; student’s former teachers, mentors or coaches influence the
ability of faculty to build rapport?
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Cotten and Wilson (2006) found that freshmen and sophomores are less likely to
engage faculty. What can faculty do to develop rapport specifically with freshmen
and sophomores?



Are particular rapport-building techniques more effective for certain groups of
students, such as age, race, or college major?

Closing Comments

As I neared the end of the dissertation process, I started reflecting on the message(s) that
I wanted to convey to readers. Of course, the first message I want to share is an understanding of
the five rapport-building themes. I also want readers to know the three reasons why I am
passionate about building rapport, in the hopes of stimulating a similar passion in the readers’
lives. First, the benefit of building rapport with students is more than an interesting idea
discussed in an obscure journal. I have personally observed positive changes in student behavior
and outcomes when I take time to build rapport with students. Though it may require a little
more effort on my part to build rapport, when students feel that I have an interest in them and
their success, they apply themselves more and are more likely to ask for help when they need it.
The second reason why I believe it is important to build rapport is because I feel
satisfaction when I am doing everything I can to encourage student success. Paul shared that “it’s
very fulfilling to help a college student, especially if you're impacting them in a major way.” Just
as I feel good when I create a particularly interesting PowerPoint presentation or a creative way
to introduce a difficult concept, taking the time to get to know a student makes me feel like I am
making a difference in that student’s life. It might be something as simple as answering a few
questions from a student who might normally be too shy to speak to a teacher. Or it could be that
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I know enough about a student to recognize when he or she is having a crisis, and walk him or
her down to the counseling center. Whatever the circumstance, I feel good about myself and my
performance as a teacher when I can watch them succeed.
The third reason I enjoy building rapport with students is because getting to know them
as individuals makes each class unique and more satisfying. The vast majority of students are
good, fun, interesting people. I perceive that classes are much more fun when I see students as a
collection of diverse individuals with rich lives and untapped potential.
Working on this project was very rewarding because it allowed me to interview
outstanding faculty with strong ideas about teaching and building rapport. Participants were all
outstanding teachers who were very generous with their time, and it is because of their help that I
was able to compile and share information about rapport. One comment that stands out as among
the most inspirational was from Lakshmi, who clearly loves students and teaching:
When you first go into the classroom, just have a smile on the face. [It] doesn’t
cost anything to smile and greet people and say, “Good morning. How wonderful
it is to be here today,” or “I’m so glad you chose to take my class.” Just making
that initial contact and say we are here together; we’re not leaving anybody
behind.
Our interview convinced me that these beliefs were not mere platitudes to her. I am completely
certain that she walks into class each day with a smile on her face and tells people she was glad
to see them… and she means it!
I had hoped at the beginning of this study to learn a few concepts or approaches that
would hold a universal key for all faculty to develop rapport with students. Unfortunately, I was
disappointed to learn that there is more to the selection of rapport-building approaches than
choosing from a list the way someone would choose food from a menu. However, by investing in
a process of critical reflection followed by a willingness to try new approaches to building
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rapport, faculty have the potential to improve their rapport-building, and as a result, to increase
student success and perhaps enjoy teaching a little more.
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Research shows that when students feel a rapport with their teacher, they do better.
The goal of the research is to better understand how outstanding faculty develop rapport
with students so I can share what I learn with other faculty to improve their practice.
My role is not to judge or evaluate your teaching or rapport-building effectiveness.
If you would like to talk about what I have learned from this research or what I do in the
classroom, I will be happy to discuss this at the end of the interview.
I will keep everything you share with me in strict confidence, in case personal
information is shared during the interview. A digital recording will be made and will be
kept with the transcripts (used for data analysis) on an encrypted and password-protected
storage device or locked in a file cabinet in a locked office.
I will be asking you to provide syllabi or other documents that demonstrated rapportbuilding activities including award nomination documentation.
You may choose to stop this interview at any time without penalty.
The consent form I will ask you to sign will have my contact information and the contact
info for my advisor and the NIU Office of Research Compliance if you have questions or
concerns. You will receive a copy of this information.
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1. In as much detail as possible, please talk about what you would consider to be the ideal
relationship between a teacher and a college student.
1a. Please tell me about a recent example.
2. Describe a positive, supportive relationship you had with a teacher, mentor, or coach.
2a.Walk me through the process that this person used to build rapport with you.
3. How would you describe the classroom environment in a typical class you teach?
3a. Walk me through a typical class period, focusing on things you do to build rapport.
4. Can you recall a particular example of a class with which you had an excellent rapport?
Please describe this class and what you did that led to that good relationship in as much
detail as possible.
5. Can you recall a particular example of a class with which you had a poor rapport?
Please describe this class and what happened that led to that relationship in as much
detail as possible.
5a. In a similar situation today, would you do anything differently? Please explain.
6. A new faculty member approaches you and asks your advice regarding what to do to
build rapport with students. Please walk me through the resulting conversation.
7. What additional things should I be asking you about rapport that you think I should know
about?
8. Do you have any questions for me?
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I (please print name) ______________________________________________ agree to
participate in the research project titled Rapport-development Practices of Outstanding College
Faculty being conducted by Robert Remedi, a doctoral candidate in the Adult and Higher
Education program at Northern Illinois University.
I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to discover what outstanding college faculty
do to establish and improve rapport with students. I understand that if I agree to participate in
this study, I will be asked to do the following: 1) Participate in an interview discussing my
rapport-building practices, which will be recorded and transcribed for research purposes. 2)
Provide documents including current syllabi, award application materials and additional written
evidence of rapport-building.

Signature of Subject for Consent to Record Interview. __________________________________

Date ________________

In addition, I agree to allow portions of the transcript from the interview, with personalizing
information removed, to be used to help train researchers after the conclusion of the study. I am
aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or
prejudice, and that if I have any additional questions concerning this study, I may contact Bob
Remedi at Remedi@clcillinois.edu or (847) 543-2326 or Dr. Hidetada Shimizu at
Shimizu@niu.edu.
I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may
contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588. I
understand that the intended benefits of this study involve the discovery of rapport-building
strategies and resources that will be shared with other college faculty. I have been informed that
potential risks and/or discomforts I could experience during this study include a discussion of
previous educational experiences and current teaching practices involving rapport-building.
I understand that all information gathered during this experiment will be kept confidential by
only storing original recordings on an encrypted and password-protected storage device with a
backup copy stored in a locked file cabinet in a locked office on the campus of College of Lake
County. These materials will be maintained for three years before being deleted. In addition, the
transcript of the interview will be edited to remove personalizing information and the dissertation
will reference interviewees only with a code name without disclosing personalizing information.
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Finally, original paperwork will be stored within a locked file cabinet in a locked office on the
campus of College of Lake County and shredded when no longer needed.
I understand that my consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any
legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I have
received a copy of this consent form.

Signature of Subject ___________________________________________________________

Date _____________________

